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The great problem in politics, which I compare to that of the squaring of the circle in geometry … is to find a form of government that sets the law above man. If this form of government is attainable, then let us seek it out and try to establish it … But if, unfortunately, this form of government is not attainable, and I frankly confess I do not think it is, then it is my opinion that we should go to the other extreme and at once put man as high above the law as possible and therefore establish an arbitrary despotism, indeed the most arbitrary despotism possible. I would wish that the despot could be God.



—JEAN-JACQUES ROUSSEAU, letter to Victor de Riqueti, marquis de Mirabeau, July 26, 1767







 



INTRODUCTION

CHARISMA


Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world

Like a Colossus, and we petty men

Walk under his huge legs and peep about

To find ourselves dishonorable graves.

—Julius Caesar, act 1, scene 2

When Shakespeare’s character Cassius used these words to describe Julius Caesar, he evoked one of the most durable myths in human culture: there are giants among us—titans, heroes, Übermenschen. They may be mortal, but something about them nonetheless seems miraculous and supernatural. They have extraordinary genius, vision, courage, strength, virtue, sheer magnetism. They seem to burn with a flame that leaves the rest of the human race looking cold and gray. In a word—and it is a word that literally means “a gift of divine grace”—they have charisma.

But read the rest of Cassius’s speech, which this febrile, anxious conspirator, he of the “lean and hungry look,” makes to an audience of one: his fellow Roman senator Marcus Junius Brutus. Cassius has not come to praise Caesar, and his description of Caesar as a colossus comes slathered in thick, pungent irony. For Cassius, Caesar is a man like any other, despite his oversize reputation. The idea that Caesar is a superman both alarms and disgusts him. He recalls episodes in which Caesar (already aging in the play) showed himself weak and helpless, like a “sick girl,” and concludes, in a tone of heavy sarcasm, “And this man is now become a god.” To call Caesar a god is blasphemy; to call him a king, treason. If Caesar lives, and the Romans raise him to royal or divine dignity, then the Republic, in Cassius’s view, will die. Caesar’s charisma is something both false and dangerous, and Cassius’s intention is to enlist the wavering Brutus, Caesar’s protégé, into the conspiracy against him.

And yet, as is so often true with Shakespeare, the words have a power that goes beyond the characters’ intentions. Cassius wants to ridicule Caesar, to bring the false god down to earth, to smash the idol. But his description of Caesar as a colossus bestriding the narrow world is magnificent, and when his barbed condemnations of Caesar have faded from memory, these words remain, a glimmering reminder of the myth that Cassius wants so desperately to expose as a lie.

Both the lure and the dangers of charisma pointed to by Cassius remain with us today. Around the world, in both democratic and autocratic states, there is a perennial longing for leaders with magnetic appeal and extraordinary abilities who can unite viciously divided communities, overcome apparently intractable problems, and by sheer force of personality give whole nations a new start. But charisma also generates anxieties—especially in democracies. Modern democracies pride themselves on being governments of laws. What will happen if we treat ordinary, limited, and perhaps even corrupt and criminal individuals as superhuman, making them into idols? What if the intensity of attraction leads whole countries to follow such leaders blindly, unquestioningly, even as constitutions are flouted, human rights trampled, minorities oppressed and killed, and nations marched off to war?

Democracies are particularly suspicious of charismatic leaders. Yet, paradoxically, the longing for such leaders acquired new importance, and a distinct new shape, during the very same period that witnessed the first stirrings of modern democracy: the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It was during the moment of extraordinary intellectual fermentation that we now call the Enlightenment, and then in the great revolutions that washed across much of the Western world between 1775 and the 1820s, that the powerful forms of political charisma we are familiar with today took shape. These forms of charisma posed challenges to democracy but were also symbiotically linked to it. Indeed, from this period onward the stories of charisma and democracy have wound tightly around one another in their own political version of the double helix. They have done so thanks to a revolutionary transformation in the relationship between ordinary people and their political leaders that began in the eighteenth century but that has never been fully understood. That transformation is the subject of this book.



What, exactly, is charisma, and what does it mean to write its history? In popular usage, the word serves as a rough synonym for personal magnetism. A famous photograph of John F. Kennedy greeting enthusiastic admirers on the beach in Santa Monica in 1962 perfectly illustrates this notion—he seems to be drawing people to him as if by invisible threads (figure 1). Kennedy remains, even many decades after his death, the paradigmatic example of a charismatic politician, in the United States and well beyond.

But this popular notion is vague and elusive. As the magazine Psychology Today puts it, “charisma is often said to be a mysterious ineffable quality—you either have it or don’t have it.” The magazine goes on to propose that charisma in fact inheres in qualities such as “confidence, exuberance, optimism, a ready smile, expressive body language, and a friendly, passionate voice.”1 This definition may seem more useful, but it quickly breaks down as well. Not only are these qualities impossible to measure in any meaningful way, but a moment’s reflection suggests that certain combinations of them could easily strike observers as overbearing and obnoxious, rather than as charismatic.

A better approach starts from precisely this last point, and from the recognition that charisma is not just an individual quality but a relationship.2 People deserve to be called charismatic only if they are recognized as such—if others believe they possess extraordinary qualities and feel an intense emotional attraction to them, even (as the photograph of Kennedy hints) erotic desire.3 The ability to appear charismatic depends not only on the individual in question but on which traits are likely to elicit such beliefs and feelings within a particular community. In other words, it is a question not just of psychology but of culture. Some things may remain forever mysterious about the appeal of particular individuals: a Kennedy, a Garibaldi, even a Hitler. But we can analyze how they interacted with admirers, how admirers discussed and represented them, and which of their specific qualities, traits, and actions appeared most attractive and emotionally resonant.

Historians have mostly discussed charisma in the course of writing biographies of figures like Kennedy—or Hitler.4 But the subject deserves broader historical attention. If we want to understand why certain democratic regimes have given way to the rule of charismatic authoritarians, we cannot simply ask why the regimes failed. It is also a question of the positive appeal of charismatic leadership itself within a particular culture. By creating a direct, intense, emotional bond between a political leader and followers, charisma can enable the circumvention or even destruction of existing political rules and traditions. It can also create new rules and traditions. To quote the great German social theorist Max Weber—who first developed the modern concept of charisma more than a century ago—it is a “revolutionary force.”5

This book tells the story of how the revolutionary force of charisma developed during the Enlightenment and then helped shape four of the greatest revolutions in history: in the United States, France, Haiti, and Venezuela (whose break with Spain led to the independence of what eventually became six separate nations). The book does not offer a general history of these revolutions or full biographies of the principal figures it examines: George Washington, Napoleon Bonaparte, Toussaint Louverture, and Simón Bolívar. It does not look at charisma in nonpolitical contexts. And it is not a theoretical inquiry into the nature of charisma, although readers interested in learning more about the concept are invited to turn to the short excursus at the end of the book entitled “Writing Charisma into History.” My focus is on the way charismatic political leaders came to dominate each of the four revolutions and the consequences for the societies in question.

What historians have often called “the age of democratic revolutions” appears in a somewhat somber light when examined from this angle.6 But then, despite the hopes of many participants, democratic constitutional rule did not actually fare very well in these revolutions. None of them fully delivered on the promise of the U.S. Declaration of Independence to secure the equal rights of “all men,” to say nothing of women. Very few of the original constitutions survived more than a few years. Very few of the new states avoided calamitous bouts of civil war, and in all of them, dictatorship had a compelling appeal. The revolutionary states did experience what could be called democratization, as millions of men and women began to participate in politics in a newly active, conscious manner. But this participation could take many forms and did not necessarily contribute to the foundation of stable democratic regimes. Indeed, it could include actively supporting authoritarian rulers.7

Perhaps it is only at this moment in the early twenty-first century, when the forward trajectory of democracy has come to seem anything but inexorable, that we can clearly glimpse this other side of the age of revolution. It is at moments like the present that we are forced to confront the reality that charismatic authoritarianism in no sense represents a backsliding, an atavistic and presumably temporary return to the days of warlords and kings, before the onward march of liberal democracy continues. A potentially authoritarian charisma is as modern a phenomenon as any of the liberal ideas and practices that arose in the age of revolution, including human rights and democratic republicanism and constitutional government. And it had many of the same cultural and intellectual sources. As the epigraph to the book reminds us, even for thinkers considered to be architects of modern democratic theory, the line between democracy and authoritarian one-man rule could be vanishingly thin.8 The study of charisma reveals this darker potential of the age of revolution and of the Enlightenment culture out of which it emerged.



The book argues that while political charisma has existed throughout history, its modern forms started to develop only in the mid-1700s. In previous centuries, in Europe and the European overseas empires, political power had a very different visage from what we know today. It was intensely personal but largely concentrated in monarchs whose legitimacy derived from royal inheritance and from the blessing of established churches. While some rulers—Elizabeth I of England, Louis XIV of France—certainly had a strong charismatic appeal, their rule did not depend on it. Even Oliver Cromwell, the parliamentarian and military commander who rose to supreme power during the British Civil Wars of the 1640s, attracted a large and passionate following above all because his supporters saw him as the chosen instrument of divine Providence, not because they believed he had innate talents that set him high above other men.9 Nor did Cromwell manage to establish a lasting regime. For literate men and women in the early eighteenth-century West, the most prominent examples of leaders who had come to power thanks to their charismatic appeal were not their own contemporaries but ancient Romans and Greeks, who belonged to a seemingly closed chapter of history. The most prominent of these ancient figures was Julius Caesar.

But in the later eighteenth century, the tectonic plates of Western political culture shuddered and broke apart. Even before minutemen and redcoats opened fire on one another at Lexington in 1775, an intellectual and cultural revolution of sorts had already created the conditions under which figures without royal pedigrees or religious sanction could rise to supreme power on the basis of their charisma. On the one hand, powerful new ideas of human equality were circulating, according to which even the most ordinary of men—although not yet women—might well possess greater talent, leadership ability, and moral worth than nobles and princes. The century’s most audacious writers argued that it was the worthiest, most talented men who should rule. Meanwhile, a media revolution was under way. Striking changes in the world of print were making it possible for men and women from the most ordinary backgrounds to achieve unprecedented fame. They could become, to use a word invented in the period, celebrities.10 Periodicals reported on them on a daily basis—and not only on their public actions but on their private lives as well. Engraving technology made their faces (or, at least, what artists imagined they looked like) familiar to a broad public. And new literary styles associated with that dizzily developing genre, the novel, helped authors to present them as familiar, approachable characters with whom readers could imagine a close, even intimate connection.

Media revolutions tend to have powerful political consequences, because they so fundamentally alter the way ordinary people and their rulers perceive and relate to one another. The invention of the printing press in pre-Reformation Europe, and the invention of radio and television in the twentieth century, had such consequences. We are living today through yet another media revolution with enormous political consequences. In the age of revolution, similarly profound effects followed from new forms of print media, new genres and styles, and an exponential increase in the sheer amount of print in circulation. The changes played out unevenly across the different revolutionary states. But even charismatic leaders in largely illiterate countries were still creatures of print. They wrote constantly for publication and knew the importance of doing so. They paid close attention to the way newspapers, books, pamphlets, and engravings portrayed them. Their written correspondence bore the mark of prevailing literary styles. It was in large part through these engagements with print that they forged their bonds with their followers.

And these bonds, the book goes on to argue, deeply shaped the course of political events. In revolutionary regimes that were still fragile, untested, and forbiddingly strange to men and women raised in monarchies and empires, the ability to feel a bond of trust with leaders counted heavily indeed. Charisma mattered. It came to matter even more as the revolutions continued and frail new constitutional structures wavered and sometimes collapsed. In such moments of turmoil, the lure of charismatic leadership came to loom over all political life. No leader enjoyed as enthusiastic a degree of support as his admirers liked to boast, but each could still count on a base of genuinely fervent, indeed sometimes fanatical, followers.

It was in fact widely believed that the survival of the new states required powerful, charismatic leaders linked to citizens by strong emotional bonds that knit the entire body politic together into an indivisible whole, the way monarchs had done in earlier states. Was the mere “consent of the governed” enough to hold together fractious states, most of them new creations, riven by regional, ideological, and in some cases racial divisions? Such states needed to be “governed more by sentiments and affections than by orders and laws,” as an acolyte of Napoleon Bonaparte put it. They needed what Simón Bolívar called “acclamation,” a collective enthusiasm that served, in his view, as “the sole legitimate source of human power.” They needed what a well-known British writer called, in reference to an earlier charismatic hero, a “despotism founded … on the affection of love.”11 European monarchs certainly boasted of their subjects’ love, but they never relied on it as the basis of their legitimacy. The intense emphasis now placed on the emotional bond between rulers and ruled was something new, and it meant that the revolutionary leaders were in no sense simply substitute kings. Their political authority was of a fundamentally different sort.

Contemporaries acknowledged this difference. They did not, however, treat the new form of charismatic leadership as something wholly novel. Instead, most often they sought to legitimize the break with the recent past by appealing to a different, more distant past and depicting the new leaders as figures out of classical antiquity. Just as classically republican and democratic forms of government appeared to be reawakening in the Atlantic revolutions after a sleep of centuries, it now also seemed possible that new versions of Greek and Roman heroes could rise to power.12 In country after country, revolutionaries looked at one another and asked: Which one of us is Caesar? Which one Brutus? (In the same way, Russian revolutionaries in a later century would ask, Which one of us is Robespierre? Which one Bonaparte?) The revolutionary states revived Roman titles such as “consul,” “senator,” even “dictator” (an official granted temporary extraordinary powers). They crowned leaders with Roman-style laurel leaves and paraded them through Roman-style triumphal arches. Such language and practices came easily to cultures where formal education still consisted in large part of immersion in the Greek and Roman classics. Early modern European societies had always invoked the authority of antiquity, but the revolutionaries did so far more intensely and with far more literal intent, almost as if they could actually re-create ancient republics. During one debate in the French revolutionary assembly, a deputy extolled the progress that the human race had made since antiquity. Another immediately shot back, “If we have not been either Spartans, or Athenians, we should become them.”13

In reality, the world had changed far too greatly for the revolutionaries to revive anything close to genuine ancient political forms. True, the unanimous “acclamation” described by Bolívar recalled ancient Greek practices of collective decision-making that relied on “shouts and murmurs” rather than actual vote-counting, but the context of Greek city-states was far removed from that of large territorial states in the age of gunpowder and print.14 The classical idiom did, though, have important consequences for how the new forms of charismatic authority took shape—not least because, as Shakespeare’s play suggested, the name of Caesar could arouse such deep currents of suspicion and fear. The tradition of classical republican thought revived in the Renaissance warned sharply of the dangers of personal political ambition, what Shakespeare’s Mark Antony called that “grievous fault” for which Caesar had so grievously answered. No story out of Roman history had greater political purchase than that of the ambitious Caesar leading his legions across the Rubicon toward Rome and destroying the Republic. Classical republicanism taught that “government … is an empire of laws, not of men” (James Harrington, 1656), and throughout the revolutionary period, writers and politicians influenced by it warned sternly against treating fallible mortals as demigods.15 Some even accused their fellow citizens of projecting outsize hopes and desires onto mere “idols.” A dialectical tension played out between the lure of charismatic leaders and suspicions of the same. The classical idiom shaped both sides of it.



The period’s charismatic leaders, needless to say, were not all alike. Most came from the upper levels of their societies, but Toussaint Louverture was born into bondage, the son of Africans violently transported across the Atlantic to the hell of a Caribbean slave colony. Napoleon Bonaparte was a ceaseless self-promoter who sometimes seemed to spend almost as much energy celebrating his victories as he did winning them. George Washington, although scrupulously concerned about his reputation, received overly effusive praise with distinct unease and loathed familiarity. While all the men engaged with the great intellectual currents of the day, to an extent that would put virtually any twenty-first-century politician to shame, only Simón Bolívar qualifies as a genuinely original political thinker.

Still, many qualities remained largely the same from country to country and from decade to decade. Indeed, each figure in turn provided a model for the others. Bonaparte explicitly compared himself to Washington on many occasions. Louverture was called both the Bonaparte and the Washington of the Antilles. Bonaparte’s coronation made a lasting impression on the young Bolívar, who would later sometimes revel in the sobriquet “the Washington of South America.”16 These connections, and this modeling, which have attracted surprisingly little attention from previous historians, will serve as a major thread through the chapters that follow. Indeed, I will argue that images of charismatic leadership played just as important a role as formal political doctrines in helping revolutionary movements spread across the Atlantic world. In this sense, this book is very much a transnational history, although one that sets transnational relations and exchanges within the context of shared cultural and political developments.17

Three qualities common to all the leaders stand out in particularly high relief. They reflect a shared experience of revolutionary civil strife, large-scale war, and the founding or refounding of states. In the age of revolution, only figures who possessed these qualities were in a position to receive the sort of charismatic “acclamation” Bolívar described.

First, and crucially, these leaders were all, like Caesar, military heroes, renowned for their victories, their military talent, their stamina, and their sheer physical courage. Washington, Bonaparte, Louverture, and Bolívar all came to prominence as army officers who led men in battle personally, risking their lives and winning notable engagements. Each had a reputation for military expertise, with Bonaparte in particular considered, quite accurately, a true military genius, one of the greatest commanders in history. Although some currents of Enlightenment thought condemned war as destructive and futile, other, equally powerful currents defended it as a positive good and indeed exalted it in a way that even the most bellicose of traditional monarchs had not dared do. The revolutionary leaders all embodied this vision of war as potentially regenerative and sublime.

War and military leadership played into the second common quality as well. Each of these men was widely hailed as a redeemer who had arisen in the midst of frightful crisis and supposedly saved his people from otherwise certain destruction. Washington, in this view, single-handedly saved the newborn United States from defeat at the hands of the British. Bonaparte saved France from the chaos and strife unleashed in the French Revolution. Toussaint Louverture saved his fellow former slaves, who had carried out the largest and most successful slave revolt in history, from defeat and re-enslavement. Simón Bolívar saved South America from reconquest by the Spanish and from civil war. In each case, salvation was credited both to the men’s supposedly extraordinary military skill and also to their ability to inspire and unify entire populations behind them.

Finally, each of the figures was seen as a founder, a person who either brought a new nation into being or, in Bonaparte’s case, so thoroughly “regenerated” it as to amount to the same thing. Admirers referred to each as the “father of his country,” by which they did not just mean that he governed with a father’s tender care (the traditional sense of the term) but that he had effectively given it life. Each man had a close connection with his country’s written constitution—in Washington’s case from presiding over the American Constitutional Convention, in the three others’ as the effective author of the document. This position as founder also gave each of them a way of appearing to stand above his country’s divisions and partisan politics. Doing so could help foster the emergence of a political culture in which all parties had a commitment to a common good, but it could also encourage followers to consider the leader himself above the law.

As the importance of military heroism and the role of the father should make clear, these forms of political charisma also came deeply bound up with prevailing ideals of masculinity. Women can of course possess political charisma. Elizabeth I of England offers one of the greatest historical examples. In the eighteenth century, Catherine the Great of Russia made strenuous attempts to pose as a redemptive figure who elicited deep love from her subjects.18 But in the eighteenth century it was becoming more difficult, not less, for women to be perceived as charismatic saviors. Women were widely seen as lacking the sheer vital strength and energy necessary to accomplish great deeds—especially sublime military ones. Nor could women become the object of passionate, intimate connections with ordinary supporters—even purely imagined connections—without seeming to sacrifice their modesty and decency.19 Significantly, Western European accounts of Catherine II tended to oscillate between praise of her unusually “masculine” characteristics and voyeuristic condemnations of her sexual indecencies.20

In short, the paradigmatic charismatic leaders of the period were, as the title of this book has it, “men on horseback”—masculine military heroes riding in to save their states from destruction and, indeed, to give these states a new birth. The phrase “the man on horseback” itself has long served as a metaphor for a military leader seeking political power.21 But in the case of these leaders, it also had a quite literal meaning, for equestrian skills contributed powerfully to their charismatic appeal. Today, with cavalry long vanished from the battlefield and horseback riding largely associated with racing and the sports of a privileged elite, we easily forget just how impressive the spectacle could be of a commander in a brightly colored uniform wielding a heavy, sharpened sword from atop a warhorse that could weigh as much as twelve hundred pounds and cost many times a skilled artisan’s annual salary. It is no coincidence that Thomas Jefferson remembered Washington as “the best horseman of his age, and the most graceful figure that could be seen on horseback.”22 Louverture gained a reputation before the Haitian Revolution for breaking wild horses by leaping fearlessly onto their backs.23 Bolívar could reputedly stay in the saddle longer than any of his soldiers.24 Bonaparte was actually a mediocre rider but did everything he could to disguise the fact. It is no coincidence that the most famous image ever produced of him, by the painter Jacques-Louis David, shows him on a magnificent, rearing cavalry horse during his crossing of the Alps in 1800 (he actually undertook the journey on a mule, wrapped in a heavy blanket). When the British engraver Samuel William Reynolds sought to honor Simón Bolívar in 1824, he copied David’s image down to the smallest details (figures 2 and 3).25

As much as possible, the book will look not only at such representations but also at the way the followers and admirers of these charismatic leaders received and understood them. And this raises a tricky question. How can we know what these men and women really thought and felt? People may have cheered, voted for, or even fought for a charismatic leader, but they could have been coerced. Even diaries and private correspondence, which I have drawn on wherever possible, do not provide unmediated glimpses of inner thoughts and desires. Even in the most intimate forms of writing, people still followed established conventions and wrote what they felt was expected of them. They could lie to their friends and family, even to themselves. Much of the evidence in this book comes not from such private sources but from the much more copious public ones: newspaper articles, political pamphlets, printed biographies (many heavily fictionalized), printed memoirs, poetry, speeches, and visual sources (mainly engravings). Much of it was produced for what we would now call propaganda purposes.

We cannot know for certain what the people of the age of revolution thought and felt, but these sources, taken together, can still give us important clues. If we cannot know for sure how people understood what they read, we can determine, at least in part, what they liked to read best. We cannot know for sure how people reacted to propaganda, but we can trace, from the evolution of the material, what the propagandists themselves thought worked best. And while we may never know what emotions people experienced, the sources do give a sense of what people were expected to feel and what they tried to make one another feel. It is out of such shards and fragments that all histories of this sort are constructed.

It is important to emphasize here that emotions, like everything else, have a history. They obviously have a physiological basis as well, but culture shapes the way people understand, process, and control their emotional reactions, including how they come to consider some reactions natural and legitimate and others shameful or harmful. Historians and psychologists even speak of different “emotional regimes,” which can succeed one another in historical time.26 Historians of France have recently led the way in exploring the role of emotions in the age of revolution.27 In this book, I will use the sources as best I can to show how the emotion of love, and claims about it, powerfully contributed to the development of modern charismatic leadership.

Emotional regimes crossed the boundaries of literacy, but because of the nature of the source material, this book still deals, not entirely but to an unavoidably large extent, with people who could read and had access to printed matter. In the case of Toussaint Louverture, for instance, we have more direct evidence about how literate white colonists and soldiers reacted to him than we do about the reactions of the former slaves, a majority of them African born, and most illiterate, who fought under his command. To the extent that we have reliable information about this latter group—which vastly outnumbered the former—I will provide it. But the form of charisma about which we know the most in this period took shape and operated through print media, which aimed in the first instance at the literate segments of society. And as noted, the charismatic leaders, very much including Louverture, were themselves shaped by engagements with the written word.

It would also be wrong to equate the literate segments of society simply with “elites.” By the end of the eighteenth century, most adult men in Britain’s American colonies, and also in many French and British cities, were literate, as well as were a majority of women. All but the poorest of them had access to some printed material, whether by purchase or by frequenting coffeehouses and libraries that made it available to visitors. Everywhere, including in Haiti and South America, the circulation of printed matter exploded during the revolutionary period itself. Furthermore, illiterate people could hear speeches. They could hear literate relatives, friends, and neighbors read printed material out loud and follow campaigns on maps, as in Louis-Léopold Boilly’s painting of a French family following the bulletins of Napoleon’s Grande Armée (figure 4). They could view the printed images that circulated in large numbers. An extraordinary engraving from the 1820s shows a black or mixed-race couple in Venezuela holding up a picture of Simón Bolívar to their young children (figure 5). The caption reads: “Here is your liberator.”28 In short, ordinary people, including illiterate ones, could follow, and actively participate in, the extraordinary intellectual ferment of the Enlightenment and the age of revolution. They could conceive of overturning ancient customs and arrangements and rebuilding their society on new principles. And even before the revolutions began, they could look to a small number of apparently extraordinary men—charismatic men—as saviors.






 



ONE

MR. BOSWELL GOES TO CORSICA


Paoli sways the hearts of his countrymen … [His] power … knows no bounds. It is high treason so much as to speak against him … a species of despotism founded, contrary to the principles of Montesquieu, on the affection of love.

—James Boswell, An Account of Corsica, 1768

On October 11, 1765, James Boswell boarded a small boat in the Italian port of Livorno, bound for the island of Corsica. The future author of The Life of Samuel Johnson was then just twenty-five years old and entirely unknown. Expensively dressed, with a wide face, thick, well-groomed hair, and a ruddy drinker’s complexion, he would have struck casual observers as just another well-off, dissipated young Briton guzzling his way across Europe on the Grand Tour. Certainly, since leaving London two years before, Boswell had denied himself few pleasures of the flesh. Despite his tender age, he had already endured several bouts with the lifetime sparring partner he privately nicknamed “Signor Gonorrhea.”1

But in fact, Boswell was anything but a stereotypical Grand Tourist. During his time on the Continent, he applied himself to serious study of languages and the law and read voraciously. More striking, in addition to the usual paintings, palaces, and ruins, he sought out a different, uncommon sort of tourist attraction: great men. He set himself the challenge of meeting Frederick the Great, Voltaire, and Rousseau, and while the Prussian monarch did not receive him, the other two did. To find Rousseau, Boswell made his way to the remote Swiss village of Môtiers, and there he practically besieged the philosophe’s modest cottage until he won admittance. He would later repay Rousseau very badly for the favor by seducing his mistress, Thérèse Levasseur, but at the time he impressed Rousseau with his wit and enthusiasm. Boswell, although prone to spells of dark melancholy, otherwise had an effervescent temperament that made him highly entertaining company. As he himself confided to his journal, “I am one of the most engaging men that ever lived.”2

It was, in fact, because of Rousseau that Boswell now found himself en route to Corsica. For several decades, the island had been fighting a slow-burning war of independence against its longtime overlord, the Italian Republic of Genoa. The Corsicans had won Europe-wide attention for their supposed attachment to republican liberty. British radicals, who wanted to expand the franchise and limit the powers of the royal ministry, held them up as an inspiration.3 Rousseau himself praised them, in his Social Contract, as the “one country in Europe which is fit to receive laws … I have a presentiment that this little island will one day astonish Europe.”4 Corsican leaders had subsequently asked Rousseau to help draw up a new constitution. Rousseau not only talked to Boswell about the island but told him in glowing terms about the heroic leader of the rebel forces, Pasquale Paoli. Here was another great man for Boswell to add to his collection.

Paoli quite deserved the attention. His father, Giacinto, had dominated the early stages of the Corsican independence struggle but fled to Naples in 1739 after the failure of an ill-fated project to install a German adventurer as the island’s king. Pasquale, then aged just fourteen, left as well, enrolling in a Neapolitan military school and then serving as a junior officer in the Neapolitan army. He also developed a taste for history and for philosophical musings. “The world is a stage play,” he once wrote to his father in a Shakespearean vein, “and we must deliver our lines well on stage.”5 But as the turmoil in Corsica continued, with the Genoese arranging the assassination of another independence leader, Pasquale saw an opportunity to take command of the revolt. He returned home in 1755 and convinced a portion of the island’s leading families to name him the supreme “General” of Corsica, with almost unlimited executive powers. He was just thirty. He defeated a rival backed by other families and won a series of victories over the Genoese. He issued a written constitution—one of the first in Europe—that gave all adult men, and also widows, a role in choosing representatives. He settled conflicts among the perennially fractious Corsican clans, reorganized the government and the military, and even founded a press and a university, despite conditions of such poverty that he routinely scraped the ink off letters he received so as to reuse the paper. He impressed visitors with his asceticism, his work ethic, his learning, and his friendly manner.6 He was, in short, an irresistible attraction for Boswell, despite the not-inconsiderable risk the young Scot ran of falling prey to pirates on the journey to Corsica or being taken by the Corsicans for a spy.

In any event, no pirates materialized, and Boswell suffered nothing worse on the two-day journey than fleas, vermin, and the dark warnings of the crew to stay away from their women (they clearly knew their man). He landed safely at the northern tip of Corsica and then undertook a grueling, 120-mile trek southward, arriving more than a week later in the town of Sollacaro, where he met Paoli. Paoli himself initially reacted with suspicion, thinking that Boswell—who kept scribbling down detailed notes of everything he saw—had indeed come to spy.7 But soon enough, a letter of introduction from Rousseau, plus the usual Boswellian charm, had the desired effect. As Paoli later remembered, Boswell was “so cheerful! So gay! So pleasant!”8 Paoli also realized that Boswell might prove useful in mobilizing British support for the rebellion, so he treated his visitor sumptuously, feasting him, introducing him to Corsican clan leaders, allowing him to ride his own finely outfitted horse, and spending long hours in conversation with him. Paoli spoke excellent French and some English in addition to Italian, and the talk ranged over literature, history, religion, philosophy, and politics. When, after nearly two weeks, Boswell began the long trip back to the mainland, Paoli gave him a series of rich gifts, including an elegant scarlet suit embroidered with the Corsican crest, a brace of pistols, and a dog. Boswell asked Paoli to write him letters, and to do so as a philosopher and man of letters. “He took me by the hand,” Boswell later wrote, “and said, as a friend.” Boswell nearly collapsed with pleasure.9

Almost from the moment he landed back in Italy, Boswell started writing about Corsica and Pasquale Paoli.10 Over the next several years he sent at least eighty articles on the subject to The London Chronicle, urging British support for the rebels.11 He told everyone that his experiences on the island had left him a changed man. “Paoli,” he wrote to Rousseau, “has infused my soul with a firmness that it will never lose.”12 Arriving back in Britain in early 1766, Boswell talked of nothing but Corsica and Paoli to his literary acquaintances, and they in turn urged him to write a book. “Give us as many anecdotes as you can,” Samuel Johnson told him.13 Boswell set to work, and in February 1768 there appeared An Account of Corsica, The Journal of a Tour to That Island, and Memoirs of Pascal Paoli.

As the triple title suggests, the book, which ran to 380 pages, was something of a patchwork. It combined a detailed account of Corsican geography, flora, and fauna with a brief history of the island and thorough, if heavily stereotyped, accounts of local customs.14 To this material Boswell joined a much more personal narrative of his own trip and, within it, gave pride of place to a portrait of Paoli. He described Paoli’s physical appearance at length and provided numerous vignettes of the man in informal, intimate settings, emphasizing his interactions with ordinary Corsicans and their devotion to him. He said that Paoli had become “the father of a nation.”15 Boswell also highlighted his own role as the privileged observer. “One morning I remember,” he wrote, “I came in upon him without ceremony, while he was dressing. I was glad to have an opportunity of seeing him in those teasing moments, when, according to the Duke de la Rochefoucault, no man is a hero to his valet de chambre.”16 (The line was less of a cliché in 1768.) While revising his first draft for publication, Boswell cut out stories that might reflect badly on Paoli, but he left in what he called “small peculiarities of character,” including Paoli’s inability to keep still for more than ten minutes and his astonishing memory. But Boswell also added numerous passages of pure, sweaty, breathless adulation. He endorsed Paoli’s comparison of himself to Judah Maccabee and added comparisons of his own to heroes of Roman and Greek antiquity, calling the Corsican a man who “just lives in the times of antiquity.” He concluded that in Paoli, “I saw my highest ideal realized.”17

The book had an immediate and spectacular success. It sold at least seven thousand copies in Britain, to say nothing of four pirated Irish editions—possibly some Irish readers warmed to the tale of an island nation fighting for its liberty against a longtime foreign occupier?18 It was translated into French, German, Dutch, and Italian. The reviewers gushed. The poet Thomas Gray wrote to Horace Walpole that the book’s sections on Paoli “pleased and moved me strangely,” although Gray added acidly, “Any fool may write a most valuable book by chance, if he will only tell us what he heard and said with veracity.” King George III himself remarked that “I have read Boswell’s book which is well written.”19 Paoli, who had waited eagerly for the book to appear, excitedly predicted that it would help his cause.20 The book was Boswell’s big break, establishing him as a man of letters and allowing him to avoid the full-time legal career for which his demanding father had destined him. In 1769, he appeared at the Shakespeare Jubilee in Stratford-upon-Avon carrying a pistol, musket, and stiletto and wearing the scarlet suit Paoli had given him, plus a cap embroidered with the phrase “Viva la Libertà” in gold letters. In an engraving, an artist changed it to “Corsica Boswell.” As Boswell himself later put it, “I had got upon a rock in Corsica, and jumped into the middle of life.”21

Boswell was not the only British writer to visit Corsica during these years of its quasi-independence, but he was by far the most important. Following the publication of his Account, references to Paoli and the rebels multiplied manyfold in the British press. Engraved portraits of Paoli appeared, as did a profusion of mostly mediocre poems, including one entitled The Paoliad. The well-known poet Anna Barbauld praised “the godlike man who saved his country.” Another spoke of “the savior of the land” whose “drawn sword flames in his uplifted hand.” A certain Timothy Scribble burbled that “brave PAOLI strove to free mankind!” Much of the poetry mentioned Boswell by name. Meanwhile, a lady’s magazine published a recipe for “Chicken Paoli,” and the sporting press tracked at least four racehorses named Pascal Paoli. In some novels from the late 1760s, characters speak of “going a volunteer under the brave Paoli” much as Britons of the 1930s spoke of going to fight in Spain.22

Although no radical, Boswell gladly allied himself with radical members of the Whig party who were urging the British government to support Paoli. In his book, he quoted at length a poem called “Pride,” which its anonymous author had dedicated to the radical hero John Wilkes and which proposed Corsica as a model that a degenerate Britain should emulate:


On CORSICA reflect and see

Not what you are, but what you ought to be; […]

In this vile age […] No godlike Patriot Prodigy appeared […]

’Till one small spot […] Produc’d the man, and—PAOLI his name.23



These political efforts turned even more urgent in 1768. Four years earlier the Genoese, unable to defeat Paoli, had secretly agreed to sell the rights over Corsica to France. Now France moved in to secure its new possession. Paoli’s ragtag forces had sufficed to hold off the corrupt and incompetent Genoese military, but they had no chance against the modern, professional French army. In Britain, radical Whigs excoriated the government for not intervening to save the Corsicans from French despotism. Paoli himself published open letters in the British papers, pressing his cause.24 Boswell edited a book of essays in favor of the “brave Corsicans” and raised seven hundred pounds to buy weapons for them. Wealthy peers and merchants contributed at least fourteen thousand pounds more—a vast sum at the time.25 But the agitation and fundraising had little effect. Lord Holland, Paymaster General of the Forces, commented: “Foolish as we are, we cannot be so foolish as to go to war because Mr. Boswell has been in Corsica.”26 In May 1769, the French crushed Pasquale Paoli at the Battle of Ponte Novu. Four months later, after an adulatory tour through the Low Countries, he arrived in exile in London, where Boswell gave him a warm welcome.27

With these events, the “Corsican moment” in Britain rapidly faded. After settling in London, Paoli declined to associate himself with the radical Whigs, and they soon abandoned him as a symbol. Dr. Johnson told Boswell, “I wish you would empty your head of Corsica, which I think has filled it rather too long.”28 Boswell protested, but as time passed, he took up a different great man as the subject of his literary ambitions: Samuel Johnson himself. Boswell did remain close to the exiled Paoli, who often provided him with a bed in his spacious London town house. Paoli in turn became a member of Johnson’s circle and makes frequent appearances in Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson. That book, which did so much to create the modern art of biography, follows directly from Boswell’s Account of Corsica, employing the same mixture of intimate observation, humorous anecdote, and myth-making to sketch an unforgettable portrait of its subject.29

Yet even as the vogue for Paoli faded in Britain, it remained strong elsewhere in the world, most notably in Britain’s North American colonies. There, the climax of the Corsican drama coincided with the Stamp Act crisis and the first great wave of pre-revolutionary colonial agitation. Pasquale Paoli, as a symbol of resistance against despotic overseas rule, served an even more obvious political purpose in America than in Britain. Boswell’s book sold well in America, and a popular almanac reprinted extracts.30 Paoli’s name regularly appeared in American newspapers, which reprinted, at least six times, the selections Boswell had quoted from the poem called “Pride,” and at least seven times Paoli’s own most important public letter.31 As late as 1775, The Newport Mercury commented on this letter: “The noble ardor and sentiments it breathes, I could wish to see infused into the breast of every American.”32 The editor of The New York Journal called Paoli “the greatest man on earth.”33 Pre-revolutionary societies such as the Sons of Liberty in Philadelphia and Boston routinely included “the truly heroic Pascal Paoli” in their toasts. John Hancock named one of his ships the Paoli, and a number of unfortunate Americans grew up with names such as Pascal Paoli Macintosh and Pascal Paoli Leavens. A tavern called the Paoli outside Philadelphia eventually gave its name to Paoli, Pennsylvania, the first of at least six communities called Paoli in the United States.34

Paoli himself did have one more moment of fame, decades later. In 1790, after the start of the French Revolution, the French government allowed him to return to Corsica, where he quickly became president of the island’s departmental council. But as the Revolution turned increasingly radical and violent, Paoli quarreled both with the government in Paris and its local supporters—notably several hot-tempered young members of the Bonaparte family. In 1793, after driving the Bonapartes into exile on the mainland and forcing the young Napoleon to pursue his career there (an event with truly world-historical consequences), Paoli led a short-lived British protectorate on the island, but in 1796 the British abandoned it, and the French returned, this time for good. Paoli died in London in 1807.

Today, few people remember Pasquale Paoli outside Corsica, whose people still revere him as the island’s greatest native son (Bonaparte may have won more battles, but he also committed the unforgivable sin of leaving for France). Paoli’s defeat may have been a glorious one, but it was still a defeat, on a small, remote island, and exile to a comfortable London town house, with Johnson and Boswell for company, was not exactly the sort of heroic martyrdom on which undying legends are built. Paoli soon faded in Western memory.

Yet for a brief moment in the 1760s and 1770s, Paoli stood out as one of the most revered and well-known figures in the Western world, and the most important exemplar, before George Washington, of a new and potent form of political charisma. I am not speaking here of the charismatic bond that linked him to his followers in Corsica itself. There, political life remained more traditional than Paoli’s foreign devotees usually recognized. These devotees may have burbled in amazement over the liberal constitution of 1755, but in practice Paoli still depended for support on long-standing clan loyalties. And while he published an impressive newspaper on his new printing press, it had a circulation of only five hundred—not to mention the fact that most Corsicans were still illiterate.35 Paoli’s charismatic reputation in Corsica depended above all on personal contacts and family loyalties. But the charismatic reputation Paoli developed elsewhere in the Western world, thanks above all to Boswell, was a different matter. This broader reputation, even if short-lived, demonstrated the power of print fervently to attach a far-flung set of admirers to a previously unknown, charismatic figure. Outside Corsica, Paoli could serve only as a model of charismatic rule, not as an actual ruler. But such models are important. They shape how societies envision political leadership. And in this case the model was particularly important, because in just a few more years, revolutionary upheavals would give the societies that had read about Paoli with such fervor the chance to experiment with new political forms of their own.



Was Paoli’s charismatic appeal actually so new? His classically educated admirers tended to portray him not as quintessentially modern but rather as quintessentially ancient. In descriptions of Paoli, Boswell and others drew liberally from descriptions given by ancient Greek and Roman historians of steadfastly virtuous and brave figures such as Pericles, Horatius, or Cato the Younger. Particularly influential were Plutarch’s parallel lives of the most famous Greeks and Romans, which remained enormously popular and a staple of school curricula, thanks to their combination of humorous and titillating anecdotes and thrilling accounts of heroic deeds. No less a figure than the British prime minister William Pitt the Elder called Paoli “one of those men who are no longer to be found but in the Lives of Plutarch.”36 Meanwhile, the tender paternal care Paoli supposedly showed to his people echoed familiar narratives of praise for European monarchs. When Boswell called Paoli the “father of a nation,” he seemed to be recalling the common description of kings as “fathers of their country.”37 Finally, if Boswell and others frequently resorted to hyperbole in praising Paoli’s extraordinary courage, virtue, and vision, they had many predecessors in the large stables of propagandists European monarchs had long employed to glorify themselves.38

Paoli did indeed have admirable personal qualities that recalled Plutarch’s heroes, but his charismatic appeal depended not just on these qualities but on the cultural context in which his admirers perceived him. This cultural context, as we will see more fully in a moment, was very distinctly modern. The relationship between Paoli and his non-Corsican admirers, established largely through print, did not resemble anything ever seen in the ancient world. These admirers might have explicitly imitated Plutarch and other classical authors. But unlike Plutarch, they were not writing as historians. It was one thing to provide intimate, humorous, titillating portraits of figures who were safely dead and buried, quite another to present a living leader in this informal and irreverent manner in newspapers and pamphlets.

The differences from the cults of Christian absolute monarchs, even relatively recent ones, were just as important, and as revealing. The artists and writers who had worked full-time to promote the image of kings like France’s Louis XIV (1638–1715) always took pains to emphasize the distance separating these monarchs from their subjects. They never would have depicted the imperious “Sun King” half-dressed, in what Boswell called “teasing moments,” or commented on his personal quirks. Their purpose, and more generally the purpose of royal propagandists before the Enlightenment, was not to depict a ruler as a distinct individual but to show how well he fit a general model of glorious kingship.

By the same token, the panegyrists of these monarchs would never have portrayed them interacting, on a familiar, equal basis, with ordinary people, in the way Boswell described Paoli meeting ordinary Corsicans and visitors such as himself. The panegyrists might gush over the people’s “love” for the king, but in their works the “people” generally remained a passive, indistinguishable mass. Louis XIV presided over what was probably the largest propaganda operation ever seen in Europe before the modern age, wholly dedicated to the celebration of himself. But of the thousands of images produced for his undying glory, not a single one showed him being applauded by ordinary French people. Nor in any sense did the propaganda ever suggest that the people had a choice about whether to love their king. It was their duty, as his subjects.

Today, politicians in most of the world—and not just in democratic societies—routinely stage spectacles of their personal interactions with ordinary supporters. Campaign videos show them in physical contact with enthusiastic crowds, hugging or shaking hands and engaging in conversation. The camera pans to the supporters’ rapt, smiling faces. In large countries, only a tiny percentage of the population may ever actually have the chance to interact with leading politicians in this way, but the spectacles allow everyone else to imagine having a personal, human connection. This imagined connection is an essential fiction of modern politics. It allows ordinary people to feel that their participation in political life is not limited to the formal act of voting—that their leaders know them, understand them, and take their concerns seriously. Charisma crucially amplifies and intensifies this sense of connection.

We take these aspects of political life so much for granted that we easily forget that political systems in the West used to operate on very different principles. In the heyday of absolute monarchy, as the philosopher Immanuel Kant recognized in 1793, rulers most often saw their subjects as “minor children” who relied on their metaphorical “fathers” to tell them what they should want and even what they should feel. The monarchs expected their subjects’ love but might have seen applause as impertinent. Applause had by then become a practice associated with the theater and, unlike deferential bowing or saluting, implied a freely made decision to register approval.39

When Boswell called Paoli “the father of a nation,” he actually meant something different by the phrase than did the royal panegyrists.40 Their point was that kings ruled with a father’s tender care—and with his unquestioned authority (which Kant called “the greatest despotism thinkable”). Boswell saw Paoli, by contrast, as the metaphorical progenitor of the nation, the man who actually brought the nation into being through his heroic efforts. In one sense, his usage might imply an even greater degree of subordination on the part of the “children” to the father figure. Yet these offspring were not presented as minors, incapable of independent action. Like Athena, they supposedly sprang from their father fully grown.

Furthermore, in the eyes of his admirers, at least, Paoli owed his office to the people’s will. It had not come to him as an inheritance or because prophet or priest had proclaimed him the Lord’s anointed. Even as he metaphorically brought the people into being, they chose him freely as leader, in recognition of his extraordinary personal, natural qualities. In turn, these qualities constituted the basis of his legitimacy in a way that could never be true for a monarch. History amply demonstrated that monarchs could be exceptionally cowardly, corrupt, stupid, and lacking in popular appeal without thereby ceasing to be regarded as legitimate sovereigns.

One might think that Paoli’s reliance upon the people would have been seen as a restraint on his power, compared to that of absolute monarchs. In fact—and this is another, crucial way in which he represented an innovation—the opposite was true. However great the authority claimed by some European kings in the so-called age of absolutism, they still operated, in practice, under numerous constraints. They had to maintain the Christian religion and respect the laws of royal succession. They had to exercise their rule through a host of intermediary bodies. They had to cooperate with powerful social elites. It was their readiness to respect these arrangements that distinguished them, in contemporary eyes, from despots. Montesquieu, perhaps the most influential political philosopher of the eighteenth century, argued that the governing principle of monarchy was honor, by which he meant in large part a respect for the status and office of powerful subjects. By contrast, he identified the governing principle of despotism as naked fear. But Paoli’s direct, personal connection with the people, as well as their fervent, unquestioning emotional attachment to him, seemed to override the sort of restraints that monarchs operated under and that distinguished them from despots. Boswell noted that Paoli’s constitution did establish theoretical limits on his authority. He praised Corsica as “a complete and well-ordered democracy” and insisted that “the power of the general is properly limited,” even if he held office for life. Yet in practice, Boswell continued, “the power of Paoli knows no bounds. It is high treason so much as to speak against, or calumniate him; a species of despotism founded, contrary to the principles of Montesquieu, on the affection of love.”41

In all these ways, the vogue for Paoli gave educated elites in the Western world a new way to envision political leadership. It provided a model for a new form of political charisma, grounded not in a hierarchical relationship between a remote, anointed ruler and passive, obedient subjects but in an imagined personal, intimate, and intense relationship between active followers, on the one hand, and a leader whose extraordinary qualities did not stop him from relating to these followers as equals and friends, on the other. It was, in one sense, a democratic charisma, because the leader’s position seemed to depend on the followers’ active support. But it always contained within it the threat to override constitutional restraints and turn authoritarian. Boswell himself recognized the danger of a single man possessing such extraordinary personal authority. The Corsicans, he wrote, “submit to one for whom they have a personal regard.” But he continued, “They cannot be said to be perfectly civilized until they submit to the determinations of their magistrates as officers of the state.”42

It may seem strange that before the American Revolution, it was a Corsican who offered the most striking, and most important, example of this new form of charisma. Corsica was, after all, a small, poor island far removed from the Western world’s centers of power and advanced thought. But where else did a leader like Pasquale Paoli have a chance to emerge? In the 1760s, the West remained almost entirely a world of hereditary monarchies. In Peru, for five months in the early 1780s, the charismatic José Gabriel Condorcanqui led a multi-ethnic rebellion against the Spanish authorities before they captured and publicly executed him. But he based his claim to power on his supposed descent from the Incas, taking the Inca name Túpac Amaru. And while he received considerable attention in Europe and North America, Paoli received far more.43 Before 1776, it was Paoli, the Corsican, who offered the most prominent example of a charismatic revolutionary leader in the new mold. And perhaps it is not actually so surprising that innovative political forms were first seen to emerge in a place like Corsica. As the great historian Franco Venturi once wrote, “The first links in the long chain of reforms and revolutions, projects and delusions, rebellions and repressions that led in the eighteenth century to the collapse of the old regime, are to be sought not in the great capitals of the West … but on the margins of the continent, in unexpected and peripheral places.”44

Even so, Paoli was not wholly alone in this corner of the Western imagination. Such was the longing for figures like him that some observers in Western Europe and North America could, in their works, transform even absolute monarchs into heroic, self-made revolutionary legislators who brought their nations into being, playing down these men’s royal lineages almost entirely. One striking example was Peter the Great of Russia, who ruled from 1682 to 1725. Peter was, in reality, an autocrat who brutally repressed a military uprising in 1698, had his own son killed as a traitor, and governed a society where millions lived in the virtual slavery of serfdom. Yet he also attempted to modernize Russia and open it to the West, and these aspects of his life encouraged Western admirers to cast him as a charismatic hero. For decades after his death in 1725, Peter received extraordinary attention and adulation in Western Europe. Scores of eulogistic poems appeared there, as well as at least ten major biographies in French, English, and German, by authors as prominent as Daniel Defoe and Voltaire, along with flattering paintings and engravings.45 Largely ignoring the realities of Russian autocracy, the admirers stressed Peter’s virtuous devotion to the public good. In his hands, wrote the French poet Antoine-Léonard Thomas (who devoted much of his career to a never-finished epic poem about the tsar), despotism promoted human happiness.46 The admirers also rhapsodized about Peter’s natural gifts, rarely failing to mention his enormous height—six feet, eight inches—and physical strength. To the English poet Aaron Hill, Peter was a “giant-genius … divinely sized—to suit his crown’s extent!”47 It mattered as well that Peter personally led troops in battle, especially in his epic victory over invading Swedes at Poltava in 1709.

All these factors fed into the contention that Peter, through sheer talent and willpower, had single-handedly transformed Russia into a new country. The prolific English moralist W. H. Dilworth called his biography of Peter The Father of His Country, saying that when the tsar came to the throne, the Russians “had nothing of Humanity but their Form” and were “Fierce and Savage as the Bears.”48 Such ideas found their way into one of the most popular English poems of the century, James Thomson’s The Seasons:


What cannot active government perform,

New-moulding man?…

Immortal Peter! First of monarchs! He

His stubborn country tamed, her rocks, her fens,

Her floods, her seas, her ill-submitting sons;

And while the fierce barbarian he subdued,

To more exalted soul he raised the man.49



Peter’s admirers also insisted that what Aaron Hill called his “more than mortal sway” had allowed him to forge a personal connection with his subjects very much like Paoli’s—one that allowed him to rule with far fewer checks on his authority than mere “common kings.”50

Peter, unlike Paoli, had no Boswell to catch him in “teasing moments” of undress. Still, his biographers found ways to portray him in a way that allowed ordinary readers to imagine a personal connection to the great man. All of them, without exception, stressed that he had traveled through Western Europe from March 1697 to late August 1698 incognito, disguised as “Pyotr Mikhailov,” an ordinary desyatnik, or junior officer. His British biographer John Mottley carefully noted that “he commonly went about in the Jacket of a Dutch Skipper, that he might the more easily mix with the Seafaring People, and get among the Shipping, without being taken notice of.”51 Dilworth even included an engraving of him working as an ordinary ship’s carpenter.52

An equally impressive process of reinvention took place later in the century in regard to Frederick the Great, who transformed his small northern German kingdom of Prussia into a major European power. Although a repressive monarch addicted to military conquest, Frederick also had a distinctly literary cast of mind, wrote prolifically (in French), and cultivated relations with Voltaire and other philosophes.53 Much of the material published about him, in Prussia and elsewhere, hailed his “godlike” qualities, including his extraordinary mental abilities and personal courage. After he dealt the hated French a stinging defeat during the Seven Years’ War of 1756–63, he became especially popular with his British allies, who cheered him in hymns, songs, poems, newspaper articles, and full-length biographies (including one by W. H. Dilworth), and who put his face—and distinctive hat—on everything from prints to handkerchiefs to crockery.54 Recall that during his Grand Tour the young James Boswell singled out Frederick as the one European monarch he hoped to meet, alongside Voltaire and Rousseau.

Frederick’s admirers paid particularly great attention to the love he showed his subjects. Books of “anecdotes” portrayed him giving alms to poor families, protecting peasants against greedy landlords, sharing the privations of the lowest-ranking of his soldiers, and shunning the luxuries that other kings indulged in. In one story, he came across a soldier who wore a lead musket ball on a watch chain. When Frederick asked him why, the soldier replied that he could not afford a watch but wore the musket ball to remind him that at any moment he might have to die for king and country. Frederick, overcome by emotion, gave the man his own watch.55 Frederick himself wrote in 1739 that ruling by fear meant ruling “over cowards and slaves,” but that a king “who has the gift of making himself loved will reign over his subjects’ hearts, since they will find that having him as master is in their own interest.”56 One of his ministers, preparing a royal visit to Königsberg a year later, loyally reported that “Your Majesty reigns more sovereignly over all his subjects’ hearts … than any monarch has ever done.”57

Very much like Boswell, Frederick and his admirers were coming to understand the “love” between a ruler and his subjects in a new way. They did not see subjects as playing the role of minor children who loved their king-father out of duty, but as adults who loved him because he deserved their love and, indeed, actively strove to elicit it. Tellingly, one of the places where Frederick enjoyed his greatest popularity outside Prussia was in far-off New England. Newspapers there eagerly reported his exploits, and for decades after his death, engravings and books of anecdotes about him circulated widely. John Quincy Adams (who had served as U.S. minister to Prussia) burbled over with enthusiasm for “immortal Frederic!… the father of thy country—the benefactor of mankind!”58 One historian has written that New Englanders—without any particular difficulty—“reinvented him as a republican hero.”59 As in the case of Peter the Great, this reinvention said much less about the monarch himself than about the intense longing of audiences around the Western world for charismatic heroes in the new mold whom they could hold up as models.



Why did this new sort of political charisma develop? One obvious explanation involves the advent of democratic ideas and practices. True, the word “democracy” itself had little currency in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It usually denoted direct rule by the people without representatives, as in ancient Greek city-states, and many political writers considered it barely distinguishable from mob rule (Boswell was one of the rare writers to use the word in a positive sense).60 But the broadly democratic principle of popular sovereignty, while in no sense new to the period, was starting to become widely accepted as the basis of political legitimacy well before the American Revolution.61 Even in France, where kings continued to claim that their authority derived solely from God, the most influential of the philosophes were insisting, in the words of Denis Diderot, that “the prince holds from his subjects themselves the authority he has over them.”62 It was no accident that Pasquale Paoli, in the 1760s, enjoyed particular popularity among the most prominent Western advocates of popular sovereignty at the time: radical Whigs in Britain and proto-revolutionaries in North America. Among such groups, it made sense that a figure like Paoli, whose authority they saw as stemming directly from the Corsican people, would emerge as a model of charismatic leadership. The revolutions that brought charismatic leaders to power after 1776 all enshrined popular sovereignty as a bedrock principle, even if they restricted the actual right to vote.

But the advent of democracy and popular sovereignty, while a crucial part of the story, is still only one part of it. Charisma is a matter not just of consent but of enthusiasm. At an extreme, the followers of a charismatic leader can look less like prudent, rational voters than like members of a frenzied religious cult. Charisma also operates by encouraging followers to see the object of their adoration as virtually superhuman. In modern times, as Paoli’s case suggests, they do not link these superhuman qualities to the leader’s ancestry or to any religious blessing, but see them as a pure product of nature. Finally, modern forms of charisma, as Paoli’s case also demonstrates, produce enthusiasm for the leader by encouraging followers to feel a personal bond with him—to feel as if they know him intimately, “like a friend.”

This new type of charisma involved not just the advent of democracy but also a series of cultural developments that we now associate with the Enlightenment. These developments include the weakening of orthodox religious beliefs, new artistic and literary genres and styles, new practices of reading, new venues for political and literary discussion, new forms of fame, and new visions of warfare. Scholars of the eighteenth century have often associated these phenomena with the origins of modern liberal political phenomena such as human rights, secularism, egalitarianism, and democracy itself.63 But there is a clear connection as well to the rise of modern charismatic politics, even to charismatic authoritarianism. In this regard, as in many others, the age of Enlightenment has a far more ambivalent legacy than we would like to think. Its advanced thinkers may have announced that humanity was finally throwing off its self-imposed subjugation to gods and kings, and their admirers have echoed this claim ever since. But this revolution of the mind did not in fact mean throwing off all forms of subjugation. Indeed, the rejection of gods and kings made it easier, not harder, for peoples around the Atlantic world to subjugate themselves willingly to apparently extraordinary men who offered themselves as saviors.

The story of these cultural developments begins in the realm of religion. Before the mid-eighteenth century, if ordinary people in the Western world felt an intense, intimate emotional bond with a person they knew only through books or images, that person was most likely a saint, preacher, or other religious figure. In the Catholic world, the cult of saints remained powerful in the eighteenth century, reinforced by the production and display of sacred art, by ritual processions, and by books that often recounted intimate personal details about the saint in question.64 The most striking example of what we now call charisma in an early eighteenth-century Catholic society was to be found not in a royal court but in a graveyard. In 1727, a now largely forgotten French cleric named François de Pâris was interred in the cemetery of Saint-Médard on the Left Bank of Paris. While noble-born, he had devoted his life to ministering to the urban poor. A follower of the austere current of Catholic thought known as Jansenism, he also deprived himself of every comfort and rigorously scourged himself for sin, sleeping on a bare plank and wearing sharp, rusty wires under his clothing to score his flesh. He attracted a passionate following among the poor of his district, and after his death they flooded to his graveside. Soon, it was claimed, miracles were taking place there: blind men recovered their sight; lame women walked without their crutches; men and women alike felt a holy spirit take possession of them, and they shook with convulsions or had visions. Popular newssheets attested to the spectacle, closely describing the crowds who streamed to pay homage to the man they called a saint.65

While this sort of religious enthusiasm waned in much of Catholic Europe over the course of the eighteenth century, in Britain and America it continued straight through the age of revolution. The charismatic Methodist preachers George Whitefield and John Wesley (who died in 1770 and 1791, respectively) attracted huge crowds and passionate interest in their life stories. Whitefield was a consummate actor who acted out the part of biblical saints before his audiences, inviting them to feel the same intense passions he did. His preaching had a decisive role in launching the Great Awakening and the turn toward evangelicalism in American Protestantism.66

Secular historians once told a comforting story about how, even as these waves of wild religious fervor were sweeping over much of the West, educated elites were rejecting faith for reason and embracing a secular Enlightenment whose adherents would soon come to power in the great eighteenth-century revolutions. More recent scholarship has discarded this narrative, demonstrating that supposed rationalists often thought and wrote for the greater glory of the Christian God, while the defenders of faith often engaged in daring heterodox speculation. What we now call the Enlightenment arose within Christianity as much as it did in reaction to it.67

Yet the structures of belief did change. Even within the established churches, speculation spread about God’s withdrawal or absence from the world. Some thinkers suggested that perhaps God had never taken an active role in the affairs of humanity at all, that he had created the world, set it in motion, and then left it to whirl about on its own. A handful of provocateurs even dared to profess full-fledged atheism. To many who embraced these new ideas, traditional forms of religious observance looked like intolerant obscurantism and superstition.

But had the world really been, as historians once thought, disenchanted, desacralized? In fact, a longing for the sacred and the supernatural did not disappear so easily. Even as the philosophers of the age pondered a world from which God had withdrawn, they looked for something that could take God’s place as a source of ultimate meaning and perhaps as a standard of goodness. Most often they found it in what the atheist philosophe Baron d’Holbach called the sovereign divinity of nature. Humans, he wrote, should submit themselves utterly to nature’s laws, dissolve themselves into nature as thoroughly as some Christian mystics had once sought to dissolve themselves into God.68

Subjecting all people to nature’s law might seem a radically democratic move that would place all people on the same level. But it was one thing to say that all men were created equal in the sense of having the same natural rights, and quite another to say that all men had essentially the same powers and faculties. No Enlightenment thinker would have agreed to this second proposition. To the contrary, these thinkers often had a fascination, verging on obsession, with figures to whom nature had apparently given disproportionately great abilities. For these exceptional individuals, they had an attitude that could be called reverent—perhaps even worshipful.

They fixated particularly on the figure of the genius—indeed, they helped invent it. Before the eighteenth century, as the historian Darrin M. McMahon has written, genius was most often seen as something that a person had. During the eighteenth century, it increasingly became something that a person was, from birth.69 The thinkers of the Enlightenment described geniuses as mysterious, terrifying titans in human form whose minds managed to reach beyond the visible world and who infused otherworldly truths and passions into their creations. Printed accounts proliferated of both artistic and scientific geniuses: Homer, Shakespeare, Mozart, and of course that towering figure Isaac Newton. The astronomer Edmond Halley took to verse to hail “Newton, that reach’d the insuperable line / The nice barrier ’twixt human and divine.”70 God might have withdrawn from the world, but geniuses still managed to reach out and grasp his outstretched hand.

Both Peter the Great and Frederick the Great were frequently hailed as geniuses. Pasquale Paoli’s admirers used the word less often, but they believed that, like a genius, Paoli had a mysterious, direct connection to nature that endowed him with powers denied to others. They repeatedly resorted to religious language to signify this utter exceptionality: “godlike man,” “godlike prodigy,” “immortal man,” “savior of the land,” “fir’d from heaven with energy divine.”71 Boswell used every rhetorical device he could muster to underline Paoli’s extraordinary qualities. He claimed he had no more believed a man like Paoli could exist in the world than “seas of milk” or “ships of amber.”72 In short, the absence of God did not prevent the thinkers of the Enlightenment from treating certain human beings as virtually divine. And in a world where God no longer designated those who ruled, such idolization could descend on people from all walks of life.

But it was not only these changes in religious beliefs and practices that made possible the sort of charismatic authority attributed to Paoli. Other, more material developments had an important effect as well. In large states whose populations numbered in the millions, charismatic authority could not be established through personal contact alone. It depended on media—above all, the printing press.

The printing press dated back to the mid-fifteenth century, but even in the late seventeenth century, most men and women around the Atlantic world engaged with the printed word, if at all, in limited ways. Literacy rates remained low, especially for women, and everywhere government censors did their best to police the presses. Devotional religious works tended to predominate in book markets, along with large, heavy volumes of jurisprudence and theology, Roman and Greek classics, and other tomes meant to be consulted as reference works or studied slowly, intensively, and repetitively. Before 1700, itinerant booksellers did hawk cheaply bound volumes of stories and fables, and some early newspapers circulated. The volume of novels published expanded greatly toward the end of the seventeenth century, along with travel literature. Illegal, seditious pamphlets could circulate widely, especially in moments of political turmoil. But the world of print remained circumscribed.73

The years around 1700 marked the start of what can only be called a media revolution, although it affected the Atlantic world unevenly. In 1695, the English parliament allowed the Licensing Act, which mandated censorship of printed works, to lapse. An explosion of print quickly followed, with a particularly dramatic rise in the periodical press.74 By the mid-eighteenth century, Great Britain had thirty-nine daily newspapers and hundreds of other papers and magazines published at regular intervals. Books appeared in vertiginously increasing numbers and at the same time took on a more secular cast. They also appeared in smaller, cheaper editions that could be easily carried in a pocket.75 The novel established itself as the century’s dominant literary genre. Literacy rates rose dramatically, especially in cities. Other areas of the Atlantic world saw less dramatic progress but still followed the powerful British example. The British American colonies had thirty-eight newspapers by 1775, as well as a rapidly expanding book market.76 In France, Spain, and their colonial possessions, harsh censorship regimes remained in place. Yet even there, and especially in metropolitan France, the world of print still expanded and evolved dramatically—in part thanks to a thriving illicit book trade.77 What all the changing forms of print had in common was less their multifarious content than the sort of reading they encouraged: not slow and intensive but rapid and casual. New venues arose where people could read a wide range of material without paying to own it, including coffeehouses and the first lending libraries. And some venues, including coffeehouses, learned societies, and the gatherings of high society that the French later called “salons,” also encouraged discussion and debate about what was being read.

Historians long liked to imagine that this new world of print and conversation was a serious, egalitarian, proto-democratic place where rational discussion and debate generated a rigorous critique of existing power structures.78 But this is too earnest and idealistic an interpretation of a print world that was in fact raucous, freewheeling, and frequently crude, driven as much by readers’ quest for entertainment, and publishers’ quest for profit, as by anyone’s quest for edification and improvement. It is no coincidence that the word “pornography” was coined in the eighteenth century (one learned French literary study of the period has the title These Books That One Reads with One Hand).79 The critique of existing power structures relied on obscene satire as much as it did on rational argument, and throughout the century cultural Cassandras stridently warned that the reading of novels was inducing moral weakness and decay.

This particular accusation, while absurd, did point to the fact that novels could exert a peculiarly powerful hold on their readers. The most popular novels of the century, such as Samuel Richardson’s Pamela and Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Julie; or, The New Eloise, were epistolary, couched in the form of letters that the author most often claimed merely to have “discovered.” As such, readers could approach them as voyeuristic glimpses into the private thoughts, experiences, and emotions of real people leading emotionally intense lives. New literary conventions encouraged readers to develop close emotional relationships to these characters through their emphasis on the quality that geniuses supposedly possessed in an especially high degree, namely, “sensibility”—a quivering sensitivity, in their very nerve endings, to the world about them. These conventions also highly valued sentimentalism, by which was meant the ability to feel and express sympathy and compassion for others.80

Denis Diderot, one of the leading exponents of these conventions, explained in an essay on Richardson how he thought the experience of novel-reading could change lives. Novels could create so perfect an illusion, he wrote, that readers could feel like children taken to the theater for the first time, unable to distinguish between literary artifice and reality.81 Some readers, dutifully absorbing these lessons, seem to have formed a more intense attachment to the characters of their most beloved novels than to their own flesh and blood, reporting that the books drove them to fits of hysterical weeping or sent them into a dead faint.82

These new literary conventions and styles, however, did not just help readers form passionate attachments to fictional characters but to real people as well, and especially to imposing political leaders. Boswell’s Account of Corsica provided a perfect example, for while he presented his story as faithful to actual events, he wrote much of it in the style of a melodramatic, sentimental novel. A passage describing Paoli preparing to return to Corsica from youthful exile in Naples was just one of many that gave Boswell the chance to describe an effusion of tender sentiment:


There was something particularly affecting, in his parting from his father; the old man, hoary and gray with years, fell on his neck, and kissed him, gave him his blessing, and with a broken feeble voice, encouraged him in the undertaking, on which he was entering; “my son,” said he, “I may, possibly, never see you more; but in my mind, I shall be ever present with you.”83



Boswell described Paoli comforting ordinary Corsicans in ways that “touched my heart in the most sensible manner,” and he presented the Corsicans themselves as a people possessing “an exquisite degree of sensibility.” He cast Paoli himself as a perfect eighteenth-century man of feeling, quoting him saying, “I act from sentiment, not from reasonings.”84 The emphasis placed by Frederick the Great’s admirers on the love that bound him to his subjects reflected the same literary emphasis on sentiment and sensibility.

There was another literary genre whose remarkable transformation in the eighteenth century even more directly helped readers imagine connections with real people they did not personally know: biography. This genre itself of course dated back to antiquity (Plutarch being the most prominent ancient practitioner). Lives of kings, commanders, and saints had all long functioned as exempla for readers to learn from and emulate. They provided moral instruction, testimony to the glories of the kingdom and the faith, and occasionally (think Suetonius on Caligula) a catalogue of entertaining horrors to be avoided. In France, the Académie Française actively promoted the essay-length biographical eulogy as an instrument of patriotic edification, with the result that moralizing, and often horrifically dull, éloges proliferated, along with scores of volumes recounting the lives of the “great men of the fatherland.”85

In the eighteenth century, the number of biographies in print exploded, as illustrated by the number devoted to Peter the Great. In addition, the genre changed in important ways.86 While kings remained popular subjects, biographers became more egalitarian in their choice of subjects, opting also to write about lawyers, doctors, artists and writers, scientists, even master criminals. Second, they turned more present-minded, increasingly choosing their subjects from among the living or the very recently deceased. It was in this period that autobiography, with its emphasis on providing a full self-portrait, separated itself from the arts of memoir-writing and religious apologia—notably thanks to those two remarkable practitioners of the genre, Benjamin Franklin and Jean-Jacques Rousseau.

Finally, and most importantly, the goal of the exercise shifted. Earlier biographies, especially those that presented their subjects as noble examples to be emulated, emphasized public behavior and the way the biographical subjects approximated an ideal type: the wise king, the gallant warrior, the holy bishop. The French éloges largely continued in this vein through the eighteenth century. The “great men” they celebrated conformed in most cases to a single recognizable type: the selfless—indeed often self-abnegating—benefactor of humanity in general and the French kingdom in particular. But increasingly, biographers tried to stress their subjects’ individuality, to paint them as unique characters whose public actions grew out of their unique personalities, and they did so by putting new emphasis on private, intimate scenes. “The business of a biographer,” wrote Samuel Johnson, is “to lead the thoughts into domestic privacies, and display the minute details of daily life.”87 Johnson’s friend Boswell put this lesson into practice in his portrait of Paoli, then perfected it with his biography of Johnson himself. Like the sentimental novels, biographies offered readers a new and strikingly powerful way of creating an imagined but emotionally intense relationship with a character they knew only on the printed page—in this case, a real one.

The media revolution of the eighteenth century not only gave ordinary people many new ways of reading about public figures but also changed the process of reading itself, and this shift had political implications as well. The new volume of printed matter available, in the form of periodicals, pamphlets, and small, cheaply bound books, meant that readers were less likely to read single texts intensively, over and over again, than many different texts.88 This made a difference in how they would form a bond with people they knew only on the page. After first coming across Paoli in Boswell’s book, for instance, they might then follow his exploits, and read verse dedicated to him, in newspapers and magazines. The British newspapers printed Paoli’s own public letters and even reported on his victories and defeats within a few weeks of the events themselves. Between 1750 and 1770, the name Paoli appeared in British newspapers more than three thousand times and in North American ones nearly two thousand times.89 Paoli became, in other words, a living, changing presence in readers’ lives.

But it was not only through printed words that figures like Pasquale Paoli came to the public’s attention. During the eighteenth century, innovations took place in the technology of engraving that allowed the printing of many copies of an image from a single plate. New engravings appeared in profusion: in Paris, between 1764 and 1782, at the rate of seventy-two a year. A high proportion were portraits, and most of the portraits depicted contemporaries. They sold for as little as one French pound or, in Britain, a single shilling, a sum well within the reach of moderately well-off artisans and shopkeepers. Of eighteenth-century Parisians wealthy enough to have an inventory of their property compiled at their death—a majority of the city’s population—more than half appear to have owned engravings.90 Monarchs like Frederick the Great appeared in scores of eighteenth-century engravings. Paoli, whose period of fame lasted only a few years, still appeared in at least sixteen, including at least eleven produced for the British market. The artists likely indulged their imaginations when it came to Paoli’s appearance, for they mostly had no idea what he actually looked like. But all presented a man with distinct, pleasant features and a heroic, determined expression (for examples, see figure 6).91

This proliferation of images, along with the intensive coverage in the periodical press, and the curiosity about leaders’ private lives, bring us to a quintessentially modern phenomenon born out of the eighteenth-century media revolution: leaders were becoming celebrities. We generally associate “celebrity culture” with the twentieth century, but it goes back much further. The historian Antoine Lilti has noted that the word “celebrity” took on its modern meaning precisely in the middle of the eighteenth century. What he calls the “mechanisms of celebrity,” while nowhere near as powerful as in our own day, already operated in recognizable form. Ordinary members of the reading public were coming to treat famous actors, musicians, writers, soldiers, and political figures as personal acquaintances, boasting familiarity with intimate details of their private lives. Voltaire and Rousseau attracted huge followings, with thousands of admirers bombarding them and their publishers with correspondence, while the details of their highly irregular private lives (including Voltaire’s sexual relationship with his niece, as well as Rousseau’s abandonment of five children to orphanages) became grist for hundreds of publications.

Modern charismatic leadership could not have arisen without these mechanisms of celebrity. The intensity of the bond that a charismatic leader’s followers felt was nourished by the same proliferation of details and images present in celebrity culture. And along with the sort of passionate, intimate attachment that sentimental novels taught readers to feel for characters they knew only on the page, the mechanisms of celebrity made it possible for followers to play a very different role than had their predecessors in earlier periods. A modern charismatic leader’s followers may see him as superhuman, but even so, they do not follow him passively, obediently, like the faceless “people” who were imagined to have professed their subservient love for a monarch like Louis XIV. These modern followers cheer their heroes on, applaud, and hope above all for some individual mark of recognition that the leader might bestow upon them. As Boswell wrote, breathlessly, about Paoli: “He took me by the hand, and said, as a friend.”92 For the follower of a charismatic leader, as for the devoted fan of a celebrity, there can be no more ecstatic a moment. And for the leader himself, there can be no more important a moment than the moment of freely given applause. His appeal, his charisma, and ultimately his power depend on it.

Political celebrity first emerged in the country that led the century’s media revolution and that did the most to turn Pasquale Paoli into an international icon: Great Britain. As early as 1710, the Tory clergyman Henry Sacheverell had attracted widespread attention and fanatical support after the House of Commons condemned him for his attacks against dissident Protestants.93 In the early 1740s, it was the turn of Admiral Edward Vernon, who, after winning a major victory, became the subject of thousands of articles, verses, and printed ballads.94 George Washington’s half brother, who served under the admiral, named the family estate Mount Vernon in his honor. By the mid-century, the French had joined the British in generating masses of printed material celebrating military heroes.95

Then, in the 1760s, the extraordinary radical politician John Wilkes demonstrated the full political potential of celebrity culture. A poor public speaker, with jagged teeth, crossed eyes, and terrible personal hygiene, Wilkes was not an obvious candidate for public adoration, although he had a passion for expanding the restricted British suffrage and for freedom of speech. But he was a born showman with a genius for provocation, for publicity, and for inserting his own outrageous personality into political conflict. Repeatedly jailed for his attacks on the government, repeatedly refused membership in the House of Commons despite winning elections, he became a popular hero. He called on his followers to show their support, and they in turn not only adored him but treated him as a personal friend in their letters and conversation. These supporters also became a commercial market for savvy entrepreneurs who sold them images of Wilkes and the slogan “Wilkes and Liberty” on everything from handbills to handkerchiefs to medals and crockery.96 Admirers named children for him—including, many decades later, a British-born American actor who christened his son John Wilkes Booth. It was radical “Wilkite” Whigs who first seized on Paoli as an incarnation of liberty and often compared the two men (who in fact heartily disliked each other).97 But if the vogue for Paoli owed much to Wilkes’s example, in some crucial respects it went further.98 Wilkes’s supporters did not celebrate him for any supposedly superhuman gifts, still less call him a man who might have stepped out of the pages of Plutarch. They did not hail Wilkes as the incarnation of the British nation or think of him as a potential national leader. While Wilkes’s celebrity exceeded Paoli’s, his charisma was decidedly more limited.

Changing attitudes toward warfare, and military heroism, also put a stamp on the new charisma. For a time, it seemed that the allure of war might fade away entirely during the Enlightenment. The greatest writers of the age, their hope trumping their experience, frequently disparaged war as a relic of humanity’s primitive, violent past, a relic that would surely disappear in modern times. No less an icon of the Enlightenment than Voltaire insisted that mere “despoilers of provinces” could not be truly great men.99 Even George Washington could muse, after the American Revolutionary War, that it was time for peaceful pursuits to “supersede the waste of war and the rage of conquest.”100 The growing market for laudatory biographies of nonmilitary figures reflected this shift.

Yet the allure of military glory did not evaporate so easily. European states still devoted the lion’s share of their budgets to war, and sovereigns still made military success central to their public images. European monarchs continued to appear personally on battlefields, while male members of the nobility gravitated to the military more frequently than to any other career. Meanwhile, elite European men still spent much of their educations reading Greek and Roman classics that celebrated military valor and that closely associated the health and virtue of a society with its ability to conquer.

During the Enlightenment, even as some thinkers hopefully predicted the end of war, many of them simultaneously lamented the prospect. Jean-Jacques Rousseau wrote longingly about the martial glories of Sparta, while even Immanuel Kant, who famously composed a plan for perpetual peace among nations, also asserted that “war has something sublime in it … By contrast, a long peace generally brings about … low selfishness, cowardice, and effeminacy.”101 The German author Wilhelm von Humboldt presented combat as the ultimate experience, one that revealed the deepest truths about humanity and one in which human actions could achieve the highest degree of beauty.102 For these authors, in short, war had a transcendent—indeed, almost a sacred—character that contributed to the charismatic aura of its practitioners. Soldiers also, of course, remained exemplars of discipline and selflessness and powerful symbols of sheer human strength and vitality. Nothing could be better calculated to elicit passionate, quasi-erotic responses to a charismatic leader than the courage and physical skill he displayed on the battlefield. It was hardly surprising, then, that if any word in the eighteenth century conveyed something of the meaning we today associate with “charisma,” it was “glory” (although it most often referred to a person’s deeds rather than to innate qualities).103



Put together, the cultural transformations I have surveyed, taking place in tandem with the spread of belief in popular sovereignty, created the possibility for ordinary people to see political figures in a radically new way. They could now imagine that they knew these figures personally and intimately and could feel a powerful emotional connection to them—a connection heightened by their sense of the figures’ sublime, transcendent, extraordinary qualities. In keeping with prevailing theories of sensibility, the contemplation of an adored figure was even seen as capable of eliciting a strong physical reaction. “When you see a portrait of our most famous Hero,” a French author wrote about George Washington in 1789, “do you feel your chest tremble under your hand? Does your eye grow wet with sweet and precious tears? Do your cheeks flush with the fire of admiration?”104 Boswell claimed to have reacted so powerfully to Paoli’s professions of friendship that he hinted coyly at a forbidden passion: “I dare not transcribe from my private notes the feelings which I had at this interview. I should perhaps appear too enthusiastic.”105 Paoli was an object of desire.

I do not mean to suggest that Paoli’s male admirers had what would now be called a homosexual attraction to him.106 The category “homosexual” makes little sense for this period, and men could feel intense attraction to other men without the intention to consummate it sexually. It is absurd, here as elsewhere, to reduce the mysteries and complexities of longing and desire, shaped by both innate drives and complex social norms, to nothing but sex. Indeed, the fierce strictures against “sodomy” that prevailed in the eighteenth century, and the assumption of its “unnatural” character, paradoxically allowed men publicly to express an attraction to other men in erotically charged language without raising what we would now call questions about their sexual orientation.107 The sentimental novels of the period overflow with men declaring passionate love for one another—as friends, comrades, or “brothers”—in language that reads as far more sexually suggestive today than it did at the time.

We cannot know how many readers actually experienced such erotically charged reactions to charismatic leaders, but everywhere these readers looked, cultural signposts instructed them that it was normal and natural to have these reactions. As a result, it came to seem normal and natural that especially dynamic, transformative political figures should have the ability to elicit powerful emotional reactions from their supporters. In earlier periods, to the extent that political power was linked to extreme emotion, it was above all through a ruler’s ability to paralyze enemies with fear.108 Now, for their charismatic successors, the emotion in question had changed. Domination, as Boswell and the admirers of Frederick the Great implied, was to be achieved through love.

This love was one that specifically had powerful masculine figures as its object. Some of the changes I have discussed in this chapter did, arguably, work, in the long run, to promote sexual equality. Sentimental novels, for instance, through their sympathetic treatment of female characters, helped instill the belief that women as well as men possessed certain basic rights.109 But women could not command men in battle, and they could not pose as the potent progenitors of their nations. Nor could women appear so easily in the private, intimate moments that were so important to the new charismatic bond, or provoke erotic desire, without appearing indecent. The eighteenth century had its share of female celebrities, including Catherine the Great of Russia and Marie-Antoinette, but the conditions of celebrity culture made it almost impossible for them to appear sublimely heroic and virtuous in the way that men like Paoli did.110 Paoli, with what Boswell called his “manly and noble carriage,” exemplified the eighteenth-century ideal of strong, courageous, confident, and self-controlled masculinity.111



Until 1775, when the first of the great Atlantic revolutions began in Lexington, the new forms of charismatic leadership illustrated by the vogue for Pasquale Paoli still existed only as visions. While readers throughout the Western world might sigh over Paoli’s fate, no one seen as comparable to him had yet come to power in a major Western state. Paoli’s moment of fame mattered mostly for what it revealed about how the political culture of the Western world was changing, and about the forms of leadership that could now excite widespread public enthusiasm.

Yet this episode did have a few tantalizing, direct consequences for the age of revolution. One set of these played out in Corsica itself and, more particularly, in the family of a prominent lawyer named Carlo Buonaparte, who, unlike Paoli, decided to stay in Corsica and make his peace with his new French overlords. His second son, although dispatched to France at an early age to train for a military career, grew up a passionate believer both in Corsican independence and in Paoli. When just fifteen, he wrote his father from his military school in France, asking for a copy of Boswell’s Account of Corsica, and he seems to have read it closely (in his adolescent writings, he referred to many of the incidents Boswell recounted and gave the same mistaken date for Paoli’s birth found in the Italian translation of Boswell).112 Just before the French Revolution, he even wrote to Paoli himself. “General,” began the young man who would soon style himself Napoleon Bonaparte, “I was born when the fatherland perished.”113 He would soon meet Paoli in the flesh, and there followed, in 1793, their spectacular break. But as Stendhal later wrote: “Paoli was the model and image for all the future life of Napoleon.”114

Nor did Paoli entirely fade away on the other side of the Atlantic. At the start of the American Revolution, several newspapers reprinted his most-cited public letter from a decade earlier, calling its “noble ardor and sentiment” an inspiration for every American.115 In 1778, a Maryland paper reprinted without attribution a long selection from Anna Barbauld’s well-known British poem about Corsica but slyly substituted the name Washington for that of the Corsican leader.116 And as late as 1780, newspapers in New Jersey and Connecticut again reprinted the verse praising Paoli in Boswell’s Account of Corsica, with the editors adding the following note of explanation: “The character of the above General [Paoli], and that of our illustrious Commander in Chief, are so similar, that the following selected lines made on the former are well adapted and very applicable to the latter—only for the words CORSICA and PAOLI, substitute AMERICA and WASHINGTON.”117






 



TWO

AMERICAN IDOL


I have been distressed to see some of our members disposed to idolize an image which their own hands have molten. I speak here of the superstitious veneration which is paid to General Washington.

—John Adams to the Continental Congress, 1777

General Washington entered Philadelphia on his way to Congress … Children, men and women expressed as much happiness and satisfaction as if the Savior had entered Jerusalem!

—Diary of Francisco de Miranda, 1784

In the fall of 1776, it looked as if the United States of America would not survive to its first birthday. Just a few months before, during the intoxicating, independence-declaring days of early July, the military situation had seemed favorable. The recently formed Continental Army had forced the British to withdraw from Boston, leaving nearly all the new nation free of enemy occupation. But then, in August, the inexperienced Continentals faced seasoned British regulars for the first time in a large-scale battle, in Brooklyn. The American commanders first mistook the British attack there for a feint and failed to commit sufficient troops. They then let the British outflank them, and a large number of the American soldiers panicked and ran as soon as the first shots rang out. The result was a calamitous defeat. The Americans retreated across the East River to Manhattan and then, over the next weeks and months, retreated farther: across the Hudson to New Jersey, then across the Delaware to Pennsylvania. The British occupied New York, the strategically located second-largest American city, taking thousands of American prisoners as they did so. As other soldiers reached the end of their enlistments or simply gave up and left for home, the American forces dwindled to just 10 percent of their summertime strength.1 Already in late September the American commander in chief told a cousin, “I never was in such an unhappy, divided state since I was born.”2 By late November, a British lieutenant was boasting to a Boston loyalist, “Their army is broken all to pieces … I think one may venture to pronounce that it is well nigh over with them.”3 In December, Thomas Paine put out the first issue of The American Crisis, which opened with the famous words “These are the times that try men’s souls.”4 Devotees of Shakespeare—a category that included most of the American leadership at the time—might well have thought back to Henry V’s description of his army on the eve of Agincourt: “Even as men wrecked upon a sand, that look to be washed off the next tide.”5

In these desperate circumstances, some on the American side were quick to blame the men in charge of military operations. John Adams, who chaired the committee of the Continental Congress overseeing the army, bitterly quipped to his wife in October that “in general, our generals were out-generalled.”6 From within the top ranks of the armed forces, the sharpest criticisms landed on the carefully powdered head of one man in particular. Five days after the last American troops fled across the Hudson to Fort Lee in November, Adjutant General Joseph Reed wrote to General Charles Lee, portraying their commander in chief in scathing terms: “Oh! […]—an indecisive mind is one of the greatest misfortunes that can befall an army.”7 Lee replied that he shared this opinion and then in December put an even harsher appraisal into a letter to General Horatio Gates: “Entre nous,” he wrote, “a certain great man is most damnably deficient … Unless something which I do not expect turns up we are lost.”8

One might assume that these accusatory sentiments were widely shared. Few societies have much tolerance for military failure, and just within the previous twenty years a British admiral and a French general had both earned death sentences for the unpardonable crimes of losing major engagements.9 General Lee might reasonably have expected himself to float upward on a tide of public anger that would simultaneously engulf the man apparently responsible for the American reverses: George Washington.

Instead, something remarkable took place. Despite the scale and severity of the reverses, Washington’s reputation in the general public suffered no harm—to the contrary, it flourished. From the moment he had taken command of the American forces in July 1775, he had been greeted with a torrent of adulation. Ships were named for him and his wife—at least fifteen by the end of 1776—and so were six towns, starting with Washington, Massachusetts. Children were given his name, while thousands of copies of printed portraits circulated. His face even appeared on handkerchiefs widely advertised in the newspapers.10 Harvard gave Washington an honorary degree, and when he arrived in New York in the spring of 1776, more people turned out to see him than had ever gathered together in the city.11 Poets and songwriters competed to sound his praises. Already in 1775 Jonathan Mitchell Sewall had composed verses, to be sung to the tune of “The British Grenadiers,” whose chorus ended with praise for “glorious Washington,” “conquering Washington,” “great Washington,” even “God-like Washington.”12 Phillis Wheatley, the enslaved African-American poet, hailed Washington with words that would make him distinctly uneasy, by seeming to promise him a monarchy:


Proceed, great chief, with virtue on thy side,

Thy ev’ry action let the goddess guide.

A crown, a mansion, and a throne that shine,

With gold unfading, WASHINGTON! be thine.13



In mid-1776, a New Jersey family rewrote the anthem “God Save the King” with the words “God Save great Washington … God damn the King!”14

The works praising Washington enjoyed great popularity, and the calamities of 1776 did nothing to stem the flood. The desperate autumn of that year saw the publication of yet more adoring poetry, expressions of support, portraits, and a play called The Fall of British Tyranny, which featured Washington as a lead character. Written by a well-to-do Philadelphian named John Leacock and performed at various times during the next decade, the play contrasted heroic, masculine Americans to effete and ineffectual British officers and ended with Washington solemnly proclaiming, “I have drawn my sword, and never will I sheathe it, till America is free, or I’m no more.”15 Even as the defeated and depleted Continental Army withdrew across New Jersey, American newspapers do not seem to have published a single line of serious criticism of Washington—certainly nothing to compare with the complaints privately voiced by Adams, Reed, and Lee. No other general in the army received anything like this degree of attention and praise.

Then American fortunes recovered, and the waves of praise became a tsunami. At the start of the winter, Washington carried out his famous crossing of the Delaware River, and in a surprise Christmas Day attack the Continental Army overcame a garrison of Hessian mercenaries in Trenton. Nine days later he defeated a divided British force at Princeton. Within days, newspapers across the country were hailing the glorious victories and delivering hyperbolic paeans to (as one anonymous Philadelphia poet put it) “the immortal Washington” who could “rise a hero, and … tower a God.”16 A Virginian author proudly compared Washington favorably to the greatest heroes of the Roman Republic and named him the “deliverer and guardian genius” of America.17 A member of Congress, in a private letter, called him “the greatest man on earth.”18 By mid-February, the delegate and poet Francis Hopkinson could write: “The title of Excellency is applied [to Washington] with the greatest propriety … If there are spots in his character they are like the spots in the sun; only discernable by the magnifying powers of a telescope. Had he lived in the days of idolatry, he had been worshipped as a god. One age cannot do justice to his merit.”19

At first glance, much of this praise seems to belong to an earlier, religious era of charisma. Continuities from this earlier era certainly existed—not surprisingly, given the strength of Protestant belief in colonies initially settled in many cases by fervent religious refugees, and following the first Great Awakening. But the language itself suggests the limits to these continuities. When authors described Washington as a “god” or “savior,” they, of course, were not speaking literally. It would have been blasphemous to do so. They saw his status as analogous to, rather than actually, divine. Acolytes of Oliver Cromwell in mid-seventeenth-century England rarely described their idol in such terms, although they had believed quite literally in his divine mission. And praise for Washington as a classical hero reborn was just as common.

Washington would not always remain on top of Olympus, venerated like an idol. During the years of his presidency and the birth of a party politics that could rival or even exceed that of our own day in its viciousness, squawks of criticism threatened to drown out the hallelujahs, despite Washington’s extraordinary reputation. But for many years after 1776, the chorus of praise would continue to swell. After Washington’s retirement from the presidency in 1797 and his death in 1799, it would become deafening. But the basic pattern was already set in 1776—and this fact is somewhat puzzling.



Even 240 years later, it is easy to take this initial surge of idolatry for granted—to see it as an obvious recognition of Washington’s actual greatness. After all, since his death Washington has remained very much a demigod for most Americans, with the capital city, a state, and hundreds of institutions named for him, his image appearing on coins and bills, not to mention monuments and statues scattered through major cities. Unlike in the case of Thomas Jefferson, his ownership of slaves has not badly tarnished his halo—even after revelations that his famous dentures were made not from wood but from human (almost certainly slaves’) teeth and that he implacably hunted down his own fugitive slaves.20 He does, admittedly, seem a rather stiff and formal demigod. “Did anyone ever see Washington naked?” Nathaniel Hawthorne once wrote. “It is inconceivable. He had no nakedness, but, I imagine, was born with his clothes on and his hair powdered, and made a stately bow on his first appearance in the world.”21 Even so, Washington leaves even many of those who study him professionally in awe. The historian Gordon Wood calls him “an extraordinary heroic man” who towered above “more ordinary mortals.”22 The biographer Richard Brookhiser insists that “we are not willing enough” to “be awed” by Washington.23

Certainly, Washington often dazzled those who met him in person—especially in northern states unaccustomed to the sight of elegant Virginian aristocrats. He was tall (six feet, three inches) and physically strong, with handsome features and graceful movements. He dressed in an impeccably elegant style and, of course, rode horses superbly. He spoke plainly and with an appealing modesty and reserve. His first encounter with a starstruck Abigail Adams left her misquoting Dryden to her husband: “He’s a temple / Sacred by birth, and built by hands divine” (the words were actually written about a woman).24 A young physician from Cape Cod, James Thacher, who met him in 1775, found it “not difficult to distinguish him from all others; his personal appearance is truly noble and majestic, being tall and well proportioned.”25 Thacher later described Washington in professional detail, noting “the strength and proportion of his joints and muscles … the serenity of his countenance … [the] majestic gracefulness of his deportment … the fine symmetry in the features of his face.”26 The Philadelphia physician and congressional delegate Benjamin Rush likewise discerned “so much martial dignity in his deportment, that … there is not a king in Europe but would look like a valet de chambre by his side.”27 In November 1776, a Long Island woman named Lydia Post anxiously wrote her army officer husband about the poor military outlook. But she immediately added, “I confess a womanly admiration of a noble exterior. Washington’s influence and authority must be enhanced by his gallant bearing and commanding figure.”28 In other words, Washington certainly looked the part of a heroic savior.

We have to remember, though, that until the last days of 1776 the American commander had, as yet, done relatively little to justify the enormous confidence and the even more enormous hope that Americans were investing in him. He had been born, in 1732, into a moderately wealthy family of slave-owning Virginia gentry. Ambition and a taste for adventure led him to work as a surveyor in wilderness areas of the colony and then to take a commission as a British militia officer. His first experience of war, though, was anything but glorious. In 1754 a small detachment under his command opened fire on French troops in the Ohio Valley, unintentionally sparking hostilities that would soon explode into the worldwide conflict between the French and British empires known as the Seven Years’ War. Two months later, the French defeated and captured Washington and his men and forced him to sign a statement admitting he had “assassinated” a peaceful French envoy. A concerted French propaganda campaign excoriated him as a monster and a villain (when France became Washington’s ally twenty-four years later, the incident was tactfully forgotten).29 Washington made up for this potentially career-ending disaster only by courageously leading the retreat after the ambush of British forces and the death of General Braddock in the Battle of the Monongahela in 1755.

By 1775, he had ascended into the highest ranks of Virginian society. Soon after the end of the Seven Years’ War he retired from the militia, acquired vast wealth through his marriage to Martha Custis, and settled into the life of a gentleman squire. A diligent, sober, and serious man who consciously modeled himself after the stern Roman republicans portrayed in Joseph Addison’s play Cato, he gained respect from leaders of the colony. But he lacked the fiery oratorical skills of a Patrick Henry or the mercurial brilliance of a Thomas Jefferson. After taking command of the Continental Army in 1775, he had his victory at Boston to his credit. Still, as his subordinates recognized, he also deserved much of the blame for the catastrophic defeat in Brooklyn. He subsequently did his best to keep the army together. He brought strong organizational skills, derived from his experience as a plantation owner, to the task.30 The results, by the late fall of 1776, were nonetheless anything but inspiring.

The simple fact, though, is that Americans were desperate for a “great man” and convinced themselves—for the moment without much evidence—that they had found him in the physically dazzling Washington. The burgeoning cult of the commander in chief derived less from his own achievements, then, than from the longings of his fellow citizens. Looking back thirty-six years later, John Adams reflected on this process with unusual insight:


The great Character, was a Character of Convention … There was a time when … Statesmen, and … Officers of The Army, expressly agreed to blow the Trumpets of Panegyrick in concert; to cover and dissemble all Faults and Errors; to represent every defeat as a Victory, and every Retreat as an Advancement; to make that Character popular and fashionable, with all Parties in all places and with all Persons, as a Centre of Union, as the Central Stone in the Geometrical Arch. There you have the Revelation of the whole Mystery. Something of the same kind has occurred in France and has produced a Napoleon and his Empire.31



The short, tubby, balding Adams certainly felt twinges of jealousy toward Washington (which could not have been helped by his wife’s gushing reaction to the Virginian). As late as 1807 he was writing, with barbed humor, that Washington’s principal talents were “a handsome face,” “tall stature,” “an elegant form,” and “graceful attitudes and movements.”32 He also called Washington “too illiterate, unlearned, unread for his Station and reputation.”33 But the jealousy helped him to see something that most of his countrymen missed.

The longings for a savior figure were entirely understandable. Just consider the enormous anxieties felt by most white Americans at this moment in their history. They were taking up arms against a country that they had, until very recently, considered their own—against a king whom they had, until very recently, revered as a father figure.34 They knew that if they lost the war, they would face harsh penalties, up to and including execution as traitors for the leaders. They were fighting the most powerful empire in the world and as yet had no foreign allies. Their new nation consisted of thirteen colonies that differed markedly in social systems, cultural practices, religion, and even forms of speech—indeed, that sometimes seemed to have little other than the independence struggle itself in common. The promise that a man endowed with extraordinary abilities could come to their rescue was irresistible.

Just as important, the cultural changes discussed in the previous chapter had given them alluring new ways of imagining heroic political leadership. The groundswell of adulation for Washington that began as soon as he took command of the Continental Army in 1775 followed closely on the patterns already established in previous decades around earlier popular idols—especially Pasquale Paoli. Engraved images of the sternly determined hero in elegant military dress circulated in much the same fashion. There was the same proliferation of these images in every available medium, including handkerchiefs and crockery. There was the same naming of objects, and even children, for the hero. Eighteenth-century Americans delighted in making elaborate toasts, and the same people who had toasted Paoli in the 1760s now toasted Washington.35 Most important, the voluminous articles, poems, and songs of praise employed much the same language (in some cases, as we have seen, quite literally). The hero was presented as impossibly virtuous and impossibly talented (a “genius”). He was credited with powerful masculine strength and impressively masculine self-command. He was compared to the great foundational figures of the Roman Republic and also, in this devout and largely Protestant country, to biblical heroes (Washington frequently received the sobriquet of the American Moses or the American Joshua).36 Indeed, his devotees did not shrink from calling him “godlike,” sacralizing him even as they were founding a firmly secular republic. In short, the Americans eagerly slotted Washington into a preexisting role born out of eighteenth-century cultural change.

This role was, crucially, not that of a substitute king. Of course, the emerging cult of Washington had some monarchical overtones, whether in the case of Phillis Wheatley promising a crown or in the rewriting of the song “God Save the King.” Recent scholarship has emphasized the breadth and depth of popular royalism in America before the Revolution.37 But the very essence of revolutionary moments such as the one America lived through in 1776 is that reverence—for a monarchy, for a social order, for a church—can turn to revulsion with frightening speed. Many American revolutionaries still hoped, even after the outbreak of hostilities, that their heretofore beloved King George might still side with them against Parliament, or at least restore peace. When he spurned their entreaties, they turned against him with a blind fury, destroying royal coats of arms, defacing paintings and engravings, and tearing down the massive equestrian gilded-lead statue of the king that stood on Bowling Green in Manhattan, impaling its head on a fence pole and melting down the rest for some 42,000 bullets.38 The Declaration of Independence, of course, consists in large part of a bill of indictment against the king.

Indeed, so radical was this moment that the revolutionaries turned not just against a specific king but against the institution of monarchy itself.39 Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, by far the most popular of all the tracts published in the American Revolution, put the case blisteringly: “But where says some is the King of America? I’ll tell you Friend, he reigns above.” Paine also asserted that it was “sinful to acknowledge any being under that title but the Lord of Hosts.”40 Many others repeated the sentiment, such as the prominent Boston lawyer Benjamin Hichborn, who declaimed in a public oration that God alone “is fit to be a MONARCH.”41 John Adams hoped that Americans would “renounce some of our Monarchical Corruptions, and become Republicans in Principle, in Sentiment, in feeling and in Practice.”42 These were the dominant American sentiments toward monarchy at precisely the moment the cult of Washington was taking shape and floating upward like an untethered balloon. Washington’s admirers saw in him what Europeans and Americans alike had previously seen in Pasquale Paoli: not a monarch, anointed by God to rule, but a revolutionary hero endowed by nature with extraordinary qualities. Benjamin Rush’s comment that any king would look like a servant next to Washington perfectly illustrates this shift.

How far did the cult of Washington extend? Given its dependence on print media, its scope was at least partly circumscribed by the limits of literacy and by the circulation of printed matter. Since American printing presses were heavily concentrated in northern urban areas with close to universal white adult male literacy (these areas had, at the time, the highest literacy rates in the world), this cult of a rural southerner ironically looked strongest in northern cities (well over 80 percent of revolutionary newspapers appeared in the northern states).43 Evidence as to the cult’s impact on ordinary people also comes largely from literate men and women whose letters and diaries have survived. This material, too, is largely white, northern, and urban. Printed matter of course circulated outside these areas and could reach the illiterate and partially literate through oral transmission, notably in church sermons. But for the period of the Revolution, we have little evidence for how Washington’s image made its way outside northern, urban, literate circuits (there is dramatically more documentation for the 1790s).

Still, the circulation of the image in these circuits mattered enormously, and the printed texts could have a compelling impact, especially when they drew on arguments and imagery that were already well established in the culture. The often-quoted sales figure of 500,000 copies for Common Sense is a wild exaggeration, but copious evidence still points to the pamphlet’s crucial effect in persuading Americans to complete the break with Great Britain.44 “If you know the author of COMMON SENSE,” an anonymous Marylander wrote to The Pennsylvania Evening Post in the language of scripture, “tell him he has done wonders and worked miracles, [and] … made a great number of converts here.”45 As for the impact of the newspapers, consider what a British staff officer reported to the Secretary of State for the Colonies in 1776: “Among other engines, which have raised the present commotions none has had a more extensive or stronger influence than the Newspapers … One is astonished to see with what Avidity they are sought after, and how implicitly they are believed by the great Bulk of the People.”46 Overall, the American press played a role comparable to that of its European counterparts.

The early American cult of Washington did differ from European precedents in one important respect. Despite the burgeoning periodical press, America still had a much less developed celebrity culture than Western Europe. There were as yet no American actors whose fame could compete with that of London’s much-lionized David Garrick, no American writers with reputations comparable to Voltaire’s or Rousseau’s, and of course America entirely lacked the gleaming spectacle of a court society, with aristocrats on permanent preening display. In America’s relatively subdued public sphere, ordinary people did not yet peer with anything like the intensity of Western Europeans into the private lives of public figures.47 Before 1776, only one American regularly received the sort of glaring media attention that European-style celebrities did: Benjamin Franklin. Americans lavished him with praise for his writings, his inventions, and his defense of American rights. But Franklin’s pioneering Autobiography, with its intimate glimpses of his own private life, was not published in his lifetime, and relatively little of the American press coverage pried into his private affairs.48

For these reasons, the attention paid to Washington in the early years of the Revolution included very few Boswell-like glimpses of the private man. Nearly all the printed accounts of his life and character from before 1780 were in fact published in Britain, not America.49 The first lengthy biographical sketch, by John Bell, appeared only in 1780, in London.50 The closest thing to sensational revelations about Washington at the time came in the British, and American loyalist, press—for instance, the false news that Washington’s wife had left him because of her loyalty to the British crown, or that his (nonexistent) daughter had fled to Britain after the death of her loyalist lover. A series of forged letters was published in which Washington seemed to condemn the American cause.51

Washington himself, throughout his public life, consciously resisted the early stirrings of American celebrity culture. He did understand the importance of a public image. During the French and Indian War he had been enormously impressed by splendidly attired French and British officers who considered all of public life a kind of aristocratic performance.52 A keen devotee of the theater, he well understood the power of consummate acting and a well-delivered speech. But both his reserved temperament and his sense of what sober republican leadership demanded led him to shun familiarity or, indeed, any attention to his private life. He willingly sat for many hours for portrait painters he trusted to convey a sense of dignity and self-command (first Charles Willson Peale and then Gilbert Stuart). He let Joseph Wright oil his face and then cover it with plaster to make a lifelike mask, shocking Martha when she walked in on the proceedings.53 But he disliked the often crude images that circulated in other media.54 The result of this attitude was the stiff public image that Hawthorne mocked and that differs considerably from the much warmer private person who figures in the memoirs of his friends and close associates.

The mechanisms of celebrity would catch Washington in their gears soon enough, despite his objections. But even without this element of modern charisma yet in place, the extent and intensity of Washington’s charismatic appeal still amounted to something new in the Western world. Paoli’s charismatic reputation had taken shape largely outside his own country. British objects of adulation like Admiral Vernon and John Wilkes were not potential leaders of their nation. Washington, of course, did not hold supreme political office during the Revolutionary War. But already in 1776 he had become, along with Franklin, one of the two most famous, most admired, and most celebrated Americans who had ever lived. And of the two, only Washington was treated as a godlike savior (the tubby, bespectacled, seventy-year-old Franklin hardly fit this particular part).



Washington’s extraordinary and unprecedented charismatic status posed a serious challenge for the newborn American republic. Just how far would Americans follow their savior? Would their love for him override their commitment to republican government? Throughout 1776, American orators warned against the rise of, as a New Jersey doctor named Ebenezer Elmer put it, “some factious and aspiring demagogue, possessed of popular talents and shining qualities, a Julius Caesar or an Oliver Cromwell.”55 At the end of the year, after the Continental Congress voted Washington extraordinary powers for six months to raise money, supplies, and men, rumors quickly spread that it had abdicated all its power to him. “It’s further said that Gen. Washington is appointed sole dictator,” the Philadelphia pharmacist Christopher Marshall recorded in his diary.56 Speakers in the British House of Commons started referring to Washington as the “Dictator of America,” while loyalist newspapers in New York began to call him by the title of “Lord Protector,” which had been adopted by Cromwell some years after the fall of England’s King Charles I.57 In February 1777, following the victories at Trenton and Princeton, Congress debated whether to increase Washington’s powers by granting him the right to name other generals on his own authority. They decided not to, but the idea itself was enough to prompt John Adams’s anxious warning about the growing cult of the commander in chief, which anticipated the more developed reflections he would compose in 1812. “I have been distressed to see some of our members disposed to idolize an image which their own hands have molten,” he told the delegates. “I speak here of the superstitious veneration which is paid to General Washington.”58

Adams’s words were remarkable for two reasons. First, he already grasped, more clearly than anyone else at the time, the way that charisma does not just radiate outward from charismatic figures but is projected onto them by admirers. And second, he saw that the “idolization” of Washington was potentially dangerous. Adams was, as his remarks on monarchy suggested, by background and temperament a classical republican. He believed in a moderate government, balanced between its different branches and sustained by the virtue of its citizens. In 1780 he would insert James Harrington’s phrase “a government of laws and not of men” into the constitution of Massachusetts.59 He feared popular passions, tyranny, and praetorian armed forces devoted more to their commander than to their country (the example of Julius Caesar weighed especially heavily on his classically educated mind). Although Adams had warmly supported Washington’s appointment in 1775, the spectacle of a professional army commander who evoked boundless popular enthusiasm and had already acquired unprecedented authority could not have been better calculated to inflame his political anxieties.

In retrospect, Adams’s concerns look unfounded. Washington himself genuinely had no desire for dictatorial power, and throughout the Revolutionary War he would scrupulously respect the authority of the civilian Congress. He insisted on his own “inadequacy” for the position he occupied and expressed visible unease at the hyperbolic praise he received—declining, for instance, requests to sponsor a printing of Phillis Wheatley’s poem promising him a “throne.”60 When congratulated on his achievements, he invariably replied by giving the credit to Providence.61 If he had a Roman model, it was not Caesar but the earlier Roman general Cincinnatus, who reluctantly accepted the emergency powers necessary to save the Republic and then at the first opportunity surrendered them and returned to his farm.62 At two crucial points in his career, Washington would consciously reenact this gesture—when he resigned his commission at the end of the Revolutionary War and when he left the presidency after two terms in 1797. As the American writer Garry Wills has quipped, Washington was “a virtuoso of resignations.”63

Given Washington’s own conduct and intentions, the adulation he enjoyed now looks like something that strengthened the infant republic rather than threatened it. In their enthusiasm for Washington, the disparate states found a crucial source of unity. In this alluring man, whose very features seemed to invite confidence, citizens discovered a human symbol of their new country, one that put warm flesh on the cold abstractions of republican political principle. Even better, in his modesty, his unquestioned rectitude, and even in his calm, taciturn reserve, Washington seemed to exemplify qualities that Americans hoped to find in themselves. In these ways, Washington’s charisma did indeed strengthen the American experiment.

But hindsight can be misleading. If Washington could successfully play the role of Cincinnatus, it was only because of a set of exceedingly fortunate circumstances. Throughout the War of Independence, the American civilian government remained fundamentally united, and it largely commanded the obedience—if not always the approval—of the majority of the population that backed the revolutionary cause (loyalists were of course another matter). Despite further defeats and reversals, the army would never again come as close to disaster as it had done in the fall of 1776. This unity and success did not come without a high price in blood. It was achieved through the ruthless, violent suppression of loyalists, as well as through the reinforcement of slavery and the repression of nonwhite minorities.64 But it came, and it allowed for the survival into peacetime of an unquestionably legitimate and undivided civilian government to which Washington remained willingly subordinate. None of the other great revolutions of this period enjoyed this kind of good fortune. In nearly all of them, revolutionary forces fell out among themselves, faced what seemed at moments like virtually certain destruction at the hands of foreign or domestic enemies, and failed to achieve their objectives. In these circumstances, the charismatic appeal of a powerful general became the single most potent and volatile factor in political life.



During the remainder of the Revolutionary War, Washington’s military record remained distinctly mixed. In 1777 he lost the Battles of Brandywine and Germantown in Pennsylvania, allowing the British to occupy the capital city of Philadelphia through the following spring. Much of the blame, especially for the first defeat, belonged squarely to Washington, who again allowed the British to outflank him. It was not this losing campaign of Washington’s but the near-simultaneous American triumph at Saratoga, under Horatio Gates and Philip Schuyler, that marked a major turning point in the Revolutionary War and persuaded France to sign its alliance with the United States. Even so, the American cause remained at risk for several years more, as Continental Army soldiers came close to starvation in frigid winter quarters (most famously, at Valley Forge) and the British nearly seized control of the southern states. Finally, in 1780–81, the American generals Nathanael Greene and Daniel Morgan scored critical victories in the southern campaign, while the French fleet routed the Royal Navy at the Battle of the Chesapeake, cutting off supplies and reinforcements for the British army under Lord Cornwallis. These events set up Washington and the French general Rochambeau’s defeat of Cornwallis at Yorktown in 1781, which finally brought the war to a successful conclusion and ensured American independence.

While the first of these events was unspooling, Washington again received some scathing criticism. After Brandywine, Adjutant General Timothy Pickering called him more “a passive spectator than the commanding general.”65 Benjamin Rush, who had so admired the commander in chief’s “martial dignity” at the start of the war, called him “outgeneraled” and “outwitted” in a letter to Adams after Brandywine and Germantown, and he cited officers who had “compared Washington’s imitation of an army to an unformed mob” (like Adams, Rush was a committed republican who had begun to worry about Washington as a new Caesar).66 The attorney general of Pennsylvania complained that Washington had committed “blunders as might have disgraced a soldier of three months standing.”67 An anonymous missive that circulated among members of the Congress called Washington’s army “disordered” and used the same language as did John Adams in assigning blame: “The people of America have been guilty of Idolatry by making a man their god … The God of Heaven and Earth will convince them by woeful experience that he is only a man.”68 Some officers and members of Congress even bruited about the possibility of replacing Washington, although nothing came of the so-called Conway Cabal (named for a particularly critical general), which hardly deserves the sinister title historians have given it. Rush, who had taken part, had to resign his position as an army surgeon general when his role became known.

But once again, virtually none of the criticism appeared in public. When American newspapers reported on Brandywine and Germantown, they tended to place the blame on faulty intelligence or insufficient troop strength, not on Washington’s mistakes.69 A few months after the battles, a Boston orator again described Washington in sacralized terms, saying he had been “raised up by Heaven, to show to what an height Humanity may soar.”70 An army officer quoted the phrase in a letter soon afterward, showing how such imagery could circulate among a broader public.71 A “Song of Washington” appeared, telling Americans that “when he commands we will obey.”72 And at the end of the year, a German-language Pennsylvania almanac included a woodcut of an angel holding a portrait of Washington crowned with laurel leaves and proclaiming him “the father of the country” (figure 7).73 It was the first time Washington had received this particular accolade, which recalled the earlier treatment of Paoli and Peter the Great as founding fathers of their nations. The anthem “God Save Great Washington” remained popular through the late 1770s.74

Throughout 1777 and 1778 both Benjamin Rush and John Adams continued to lament the political “idolatry” that seemed to have bewitched their fellow Americans. In the same letter in which he complained to Adams of Washington’s leadership, Rush warned that “if our Congress can witness these things with composure … I shall think we have not Shook off monarchical prejudices, and that like the Israelites of old we worship the work of our hands.”75 Adams, after hearing of the American victory at Saratoga, confessed himself relieved that Washington had not been the man to win it. “If it had been,” he wrote to his wife, “Idolatry, and Adulation would have been unbounded, so excessive as to endanger our Liberties … Now, we can allow a certain Citizen to be wise, virtuous, and good, without thinking him a Deity or a savior.”76 Rush, bitter at Washington because of the loss of his army position, was still complaining to Adams a year later that “we have substituted an idol” for George III. And in a Philadelphia newspaper article in the summer of 1779, he described “fears within me that I am afraid to utter … Are you sure we have no Caesars nor Cromwells in this country?”77 Significantly, Rush still did not dare use Washington’s name in this rare public expression of concern for where the cult might lead.

But if Adams and Rush were hoping that Americans would heed their warnings and turn away from idol worship, they would be sorely disappointed. And after Yorktown and the end of the war, the mania for Washington dwarfed anything seen before. By mid-1783 General Nathanael Greene could write to him, “You were admired before, you are little less than adored now.”78 The Connecticut Journal agreed, burbling that “all panegyric is vain and language too feeble to express our ideas of his greatness” (see figure 8).79 Songs and poetry appeared in profusion, echoing the now-familiar themes about “great godlike Washington.”80 As early as 1782, communities across the country began to celebrate Washington’s birthday with dinners, balls, fireworks, and cannon fire.81 And churches held services of thanksgiving, in which Washington’s name featured almost as prominently as that of the country itself.82 Not surprisingly, given the religious setting, most of these orators, echoing earlier ages of charisma, praised Washington as the chosen instrument of divine Providence, “sent … to perform wonders, under God … a second Matthias.”83 Ezra Stiles, the president of Yale, compared Washington to the biblical Joshua and called him “the great ornament of humankind,” whose fame was “of sweeter perfume than Arabian spices in the gardens of Persia.”84 As before, virtually no public criticism of this idolization appeared, although one “Mary Meanwell” did write to a newspaper after Yorktown, saying that “I respect our great general, but let us not make a GOD of him.”85

One of the most interesting sermons, delivered by the Presbyterian pastor John Murray in Newburyport, Massachusetts, consisted of a lengthy parallel between the American Revolution and the biblical Book of Judges, with Washington cast as the “American Gideon … divinely raised, and singularly qualified to tread in the steps of his renowned predecessor.” More explicitly than earlier authors (and with a nod to Shakespeare), Murray used the parallel to cast Washington not only as the savior of the American Republic but as its founder, despite his lack of a civil office: “Under his auspices, the people of the most distant provinces—hitherto separated by diversity of local prejudices, interests, and manners—were wonderfully consolidated into one body, and became a united band of brothers.”86 Murray also echoed the republican rhetoric that distinguished Washington from a king: “Thoroughly does the heart of our GIDEON feel the wide differences between the title of HIS COUNTRY’S DELIVERER, and that of his country’s LORD AND MASTER … The LORD alone shall be king of AMERICA.”87

With independence secured, several writers tried their hand at composing epic poetry to celebrate the new nation and to give it a worthy literature. Both Timothy Dwight’s The Conquest of Canaan and Joel Barlow’s The Vision of Columbus gave a starring role to Washington, in each case using scriptural language (not surprising, given their clerical backgrounds). Dwight, who would succeed Stiles at Yale, repeated his comparison to Joshua in an allegory that praised the “Chief divine,” and, in painfully stilted verse, paid particular attention to Washington’s natural gifts: “His form majestic, seem’d by God design’d / The glorious mansion of so vast a mind.”88 Barlow dwelled at length on Washington’s early years, most likely drawing on John Bell’s early biography, which by now had appeared in an American edition.89 It was becoming harder for Washington to resist the mechanisms of celebrity and the curiosity they sparked about every aspect of his life.

The extent to which all these paeans to Washington resonated with ordinary Americans was also becoming clear, to judge from the delirious crowds that gathered wherever he appeared. Foreign visitors, starting with Frenchmen who served in the Revolutionary War, were particularly quick to comment on this popular enthusiasm. Mathieu Dumas, a French officer who traveled with the general in 1780, described the scene when he arrived in Providence after nightfall: “The whole of the population had assembled from the suburbs, we were surrounded by a crowd of children carrying torches, reiterating the acclamations of the citizens; all were eager to approach the person of him whom they called their father, and pressed so closely around us that they hindered us from proceeding.”90

The French chaplain Charles-César Robin recounted similar scenes in a memoir, claiming that Americans considered Washington “in the light of a beneficent God … and think themselves happy, once in their lives to have seen him … [they] are roused, animated and inflated at the very mention of his name.”91 In December 1783, when the general arrived in Philadelphia to resign his army commission, the city put on a concert at which crowds sang “See, the Conquering Hero Comes.”92 A visiting South American, the future revolutionary leader Francisco de Miranda, wrote in his diary: “Children, men and women expressed as much happiness and satisfaction as if the Savior had entered Jerusalem!”93 Miranda added the caustic note that Americans had unfairly given Washington alone the praise they should have shared among the revolutionary leadership in general. But another foreigner present, a Dutch commercial traveler named Gerard Vogels, who also noted the popular “ecstasy,” had no doubt that the praise was deserved. “I saw,” he wrote to friends in the Netherlands, “the greatest man who has ever appeared on the surface of this earth.”94



Many other foreign visitors to America in these years came away with worshipful feelings toward Washington, and through their reports the cult of the great man spread beyond America. European poets and essayists competed to sing Washington’s praises, travelers published lengthy, gushing accounts of their meetings with him, and playwrights put him on the stage as a heroic lead character. The most popular of the plays presented “Vashington” as a figure of almost inhuman virtue and as the “fortunate founder” of the American nation.95 European newspapers compared Washington to the “great men of antiquity,” engravers eagerly turned out printed portraits, and no less a figure than Voltaire sponsored a medallic one (figures 9 and 10).96

More material appeared in France than anywhere else, because of the wartime alliance, but the cult did not stop there. A German magazine called Washington the most worthy military commander to have appeared in two thousand years and recounted an anecdote, similar to ones being told about Frederick the Great, in which the general supposedly insisted on sharing a table with “very common people” when taking shelter from the rain in an inn.97 Dutch poets composed odes in both Dutch and French.98 Even in Great Britain, where Washington quite literally had the status of a rebel in arms, guilty of high treason, coverage of him skewed highly favorable—and not just among opponents of the war. “He is a man of sense and great integrity,” The Scots Magazine proclaimed.99 A Welsh clergyman burbled in a private letter that “immortal Washington … has outshined and Eclipsed all Asiatic, African, and European Generals, and Commanders from the Creation of the World to this Day.”100

The testimony of French officers who served in the Revolutionary War, and who often came to know Washington personally, had the greatest impact. The most famous of these officers was, of course, the marquis de Lafayette, who came to fight at Washington’s side in 1777 and quickly became something of a surrogate son. “I admire him more each day for the beauty of his character and his spirit,” Lafayette soon told a French correspondent.101 Recalling Washington’s inspiring presence at the Battle of Monmouth in 1778, he later wrote: “I thought then as now that I had never beheld so superb a man.”102 Even more influential in France was the now largely forgotten philosophe the marquis de Chastellux, who served in America from 1780 to the end of the war, corresponded extensively with Washington thereafter, and in 1786 published a hugely popular account of his American experiences. Chastellux noted Washington’s popularity, poetically describing the United States as “a great book in which every page rings with his praise.” He rhapsodized over Washington’s “exterior form,” even comparing him to ancient statues of Apollo. But above all Chastellux adored Washington’s “republican” virtues. Very much the French nobleman, he found much of the United States rude and vulgar, but he had no doubt that in time Washington could transform it into a republic worthy of the name.103

Americans took note of Washington’s fame in Europe. In 1785 another future French revolutionary, the comte de Mirabeau, published a pamphlet on American affairs that suggested that American children should “stammer the name of WASHINGTON as their first word,” to ensure a properly patriotic start in life.104 Thanks to a quick, inaccurate American translation, “children lisping the name” of Washington quickly became an American catchphrase, including in Noah Webster’s influential pamphlet on education.105 Meanwhile, the poet Philip Freneau, who had been chanting Washington’s praises since 1775, claimed for Washington an exaggerated global reputation:


Throughout the world thy growing fame has spread,

In every country are thy virtues read;

Remotest India hears thy deeds of fame,

The hardy Scythian stammers at thy name;

The haughty Turk, now longing to be free,

Neglects his Sultan to enquire of thee.106



A Connecticut journalist quite correctly promised that as the United States expanded westward, all the way to the “western ocean,” the name of Washington would accompany it.107 The apparent worldwide admiration for Washington helped Americans believe that their country had fulfilled the promise of the Declaration of Independence, assuming “among the powers of the earth, the separate and equal station to which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them.”

Ever since the eighteenth century, observers have debated the ways in which the American Revolution influenced the upheavals that soon followed in Europe—most importantly, the French Revolution. Did American ideas of liberty spread outward, like irresistible inkblots, by the sheer force of their intellectual logic? Or did the American example in fact have relatively little appeal for Europeans seeking not just to found new governments but violently to uproot centuries of established practices, policies, and prejudices?108 While translations of American political documents (including state constitutions) circulated in Europe, there is relatively little evidence of their direct influence. Astonishingly, not once in the early years of the French Revolution does a single political figure seem to have quoted the American Declaration of Independence.109 What impressed Europeans was not specific American political arrangements so much as exemplary American men, above all Benjamin Franklin and George Washington. The first of these, who represented the United States in France during the Revolution, became an enormously popular French celebrity, a symbol of homespun American simplicity and ingenuity.110 But it was Washington who was the great political model. He struck many of the French who met him in much the way that Paoli had struck Boswell: they could not believe that a man like him actually existed in modern times. Heroic, masculine, virtuous, and modest, he seemed to have stepped directly out of a history of republican Rome, and he seemed proof that a regime like republican Rome could again come to exist. His very existence offered an implicit rebuke to the royal court that dominated French society and that was widely seen as corrupt, effeminate, ineffective, and inclined toward despotism.



Given Washington’s ever-more-exalted status, it is not surprising that some Americans continued to think of him as a potential benevolent dictator. In 1780, with the British advancing rapidly in the south, and with the main French force seemingly bogged down in New England, members of Congress began to discuss granting Washington sweeping new powers. A member from Rhode Island wrote to his governor, “The necessity of appointing General Washington sole dictator of America, is again talked of, as the only means, under God, by which we can be saved from destruction.”111 The French minister to the United States reported to Versailles that Washington, thanks to his popularity, had “Congress and the thirteen states at his mercy,” adding with aristocratic circumspection, “it would not be wise to expose even the most virtuous man to the delicate temptations of ambition.”112

Again, nothing came of the discussions, and the victories of 1781 dispelled the threats that had given rise to them. But over the next eight years, the United States experienced more dangerous political instability than at any other time before the Civil War. In 1782–83, discontent rumbled through the army, which had not received promised pay and pensions. A group of officers discussed the idea of threatening Congress with force unless it satisfied their demands; some of them may even have plotted a coup. In 1786–87, desperate ex-soldiers in Massachusetts started trying to shut down debtors’ courts, and the actions soon blew up into a series of violent confrontations known as Shays’ Rebellion. And through the decade, attempts to carry out the ordinary business of the new republic, to say nothing of these crises, were hobbled by the weakness of the central government established by the Articles of Confederation.

If the United States managed to overcome these crises and design and ratify a new constitution, much of the credit goes to Washington and the charismatic authority he had acquired. If at any point in his career he deserved the hyperbolic accolades he received, it was now. In March 1783 he defused the army crisis by promising to secure the desired pay, giving a brilliant address to his assembled officers in Newburgh, New York. In a moment of well-scripted pathos that quickly became a key part of his legend, after seeming to stumble over his first sentences, Washington put on a pair of spectacles, saying, “Gentlemen, you must pardon me. I have grown gray in your service and now find myself growing blind.” His concluding peroration, promising to oppose any man who might try to “open the floodgates of civil discord and deluge our rising empire in blood,” testified to the gravity of the crisis.113

Nine months later, in Philadelphia, Washington ceremonially surrendered his military commission to Congress and retired to Mount Vernon. The act astonished many observers, especially in Europe, and confirmed Washington’s reputation as a dedicated republican, the modern Cincinnatus who wanted nothing more than to slough off the cares of leadership and return to his plow. King George III himself supposedly remarked that if Washington voluntarily gave up his position, then “he will be the greatest man in the world.”114 Before the resignation, no American could have competed with Washington for a position of political power. After it, no American could have dared violate the precedent he had set for respecting civil government.

Then, in 1787, Washington reluctantly came out of retirement to serve in the Constitutional Convention in Philadelphia and was quickly chosen as its president. Already in 1783 he had made his constitutional views known in an open letter to the states insisting on the need for “an indissoluble union of the states under one federal head”—i.e., something stronger than the Articles of Confederation.115 In Philadelphia, where he attracted the usual adoring crowds, his presence inspired confidence in the proceedings, which had attracted some angry criticism because the delegates had chosen to deliberate behind closed doors. The Pennsylvania Gazette intoned: “In 1775, we beheld him at the head of the armies of America, arresting the progress of British tyranny. In the year 1787, we behold him at the head of a chosen band of patriots and heroes, arresting the progress of American anarchy.”116

Washington did not play a major role in writing the new constitution, but he supported it. More important, his backing played a crucial role in assuring ratification, especially in his wavering home state of Virginia.117 James Monroe, then a young member of the Virginia Ratifying Convention, wrote to Thomas Jefferson: “Be assured [Washington’s] influence carried this government.”118 And it was not just Washington’s active support that counted. The federal constitution of course created a powerful new executive office in the presidency. Could fallible, ambitious men be trusted not to abuse presidential power? Would the checks and balances written into the constitution suffice to keep a wayward president in check? In the same letter to Jefferson, Monroe confided his fears about “those qualities which we have too much reason to believe are almost inseparable from the frail nature of our being.”119 If a person partaking of these qualities were to come to power, “the people of America will perhaps be lost.”

But already during the ratification process Americans generally assumed that Washington would become the first president, and the belief played a decisive role in relieving their anxieties. If anyone could be trusted with the presidency, it was Washington, the American Cincinnatus, the virtuous demigod, the “great ornament of human kind.” A poem, originally written in Britain in 1786, appeared in the American press during the ratification debates lamenting the “barbarous” and “perverted” age in which “ambition … deluges the Globe with blood.” But it identified one great exception to the rule: Washington, “whom boundless trust ne’er tempted to betray / Nor power impelled to arbitrary sway.”120 James Monroe, after confessing his anxieties to Jefferson, likewise expressed his “boundless confidence” in Washington. Jefferson himself claimed that his own concerns were “only put to sleep by the unlimited confidence we all repose” in Washington, even as he fretted that “after him, inferior characters may perhaps succeed and awaken us to the danger which his merit has led us into.”121 Numerous poems commemorating the constitution gave Washington the credit—once again—for saving his country.122 It is fair to say that had Washington died before the Convention met, the federal constitution might never have been ratified.123

Washington deserves credit for helping steer the country through the political shoals of the 1780s, but he could not have done so without the extraordinary charismatic reputation that his admirers had been constructing around him since 1776. Most Americans did not know Washington personally, the way Jefferson and Monroe knew him. They knew the charismatic image, as transmitted through the poetry, the sermons, the orations, the newspaper accounts, the engravings—which is to say that they knew the impossibly virtuous “godlike man,” the Moses who had led them out of British slavery toward the promised land of independence. It was the powerful emotional response evoked by this Washington of the imagination that persuaded Americans—or, rather, the literate white American men who dominated the country—to put their trust in a man who would now wield the sort of personal power that they had previously associated with a king and had violently rejected.



In 1789, George Washington was duly elected president, and the beginning of his presidency saw—hard as it may be to believe—the levels of popular adulation rise even higher. On his way to his inauguration in the temporary capital of New York, and then in the first years of his presidency, he undertook a series of trips through the country designed to strengthen the new government.124 Everywhere, record crowds turned out to see him, in ceremonies designed to show that the great days of classical antiquity had returned. In Trenton, the women of the city put up a Roman-style triumphal arch on a bridge and covered it with laurel leaves, flowers, and a banner reading “December 26, 1776”—the day of his victory at Trenton over the Hessians. Women and girls dressed in white strewed flower petals along his path as he passed.125 In Philadelphia, the painter Charles Willson Peale, who had done the first great portraits of Washington, directed the construction of several more laurel-covered arches. Foreshadowing the much more elaborate political theater masterminded for Robespierre and Napoleon by the French painter Jacques-Louis David, Peale served as impresario for a ceremony, witnessed by twenty thousand spectators, in which his daughter, perched atop one of the arches, lowered a laurel wreath onto Washington’s head as he passed underneath (an embarrassed Washington quickly brushed it off).126 In New York, a flotilla of vessels greeted him in the harbor. In Charleston, South Carolina, he made his way to shore on a gaudily decorated barge.127 The historian T. H. Breen has noted that the only figure capable of assembling such large and enthusiastic crowds in America before Washington’s journey was the Great Awakening preacher George Whitefield.128 The comparison demonstrates how a form of personal charisma previously present only in the religious sphere was now passing into a transformed secular political one.

As usual, during these events the newspapers tripped over one another to see who could praise Washington most fervently. The prize probably went to a Philadelphia newspaper that—again demonstrating how religious language and practices shaped political charisma—described him with verses that echoed the Book of Revelation: “And behold a white horse: and he that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given unto him: and he went forth conquering, and to conquer.”129 The dyspeptic Benjamin Rush was again driven to muse despairingly about his fellow countrymen’s inability to distinguish one particular human being from God: “We have not instituted divine honors to certain virtues in imitation of the inhabitants of Paris, but we ascribe all the attributes of the Deity to the name of General Washington.”130 Again, no one listened.

The newspapers paid close attention not only to Washington but also to the popular reactions he inspired. A writer for The Pennsylvania Packet noted the way the entire population of Philadelphia displayed “the most undisguised attachment and unbounded zeal for their dear Chief, and I may add, under God, the Savior of their Country—Not all the pomp of majesty, not even Imperial dignity itself, surrounded with its usual splendor and magnificence, could equal this interesting scene.”131 A newspaper in Salem, Massachusetts, carefully described the reception that Washington had received at each of his stops in New England, praised him as the instrument chosen by heaven for America’s salvation, and claimed that all the spectators had “but one uniform sentiment” of admiration, molding them into a “Great Family” over which Washington presided, as father.132 Such accounts had their own, critical role in the development of Washington’s charismatic reputation. Like Boswell’s descriptions of Pasquale Paoli’s interactions with worshipful Corsicans, they demonstrated the charismatic hero’s ability to elicit freely given applause and admiration—to form a bond with people who were in a crucial sense his equals. At the same time, the accounts instructed readers, most of whom would never actually see Washington in the flesh, how they should feel toward him.

The beginning of Washington’s presidency also marked a new stage in his transformation into a celebrity. In 1790 the geographer Jedidiah Morse published the first relatively extensive biography of Washington. Like Boswell writing about Paoli and Johnson, Morse insisted that “the private life of General Washington” offered just as important an example as his public actions.133 Morse then provided a close description of Washington’s virtuous daily routine, including his breakfast of “three small Indian hoe-cakes and as many dishes of tea,” plus his half-pint or more of Madeira in the afternoon, followed by “a small glass of punch, a draught of beer, and two dishes of tea” with dinner (in this pre-temperance America, teetotaling was not yet counted a virtue).134 An “Ode on General Washington’s Birth-Day” published with the book even offered up an image of angels carrying Washington to heaven—but hopefully, the author added, not for many years.135

The effects that Washington’s charisma could have on ordinary Americans was demonstrated by an extraordinary letter written by a woman—probably the sister of the prominent Massachusetts physician Joshua Fisher—to her brother after Washington’s visit to Salem.136 “You must know,” she wrote, “that I have had the happiness … of seeing this incomparable President. You may laugh but he has a most beautiful face. Did you ever see a countenance a thousandth part so expressive of that goodness, benevolence, sensibility, and modesty which characterize him?” Washington was only a man, not an angel, Fisher admitted, but “that is the cream of it in my opinion, for if he were an angel, what would he be to us? Besides if that were the case, there would be nothing extraordinary in the matter, for I imagine there are many such [angels]. But he is a man and we feel proud of it.” She noted that Washington himself “looked oppressed at the attention that was paid him” and repeatedly lowered his head or wiped his face with a handkerchief. She concluded by joking that her brother should take a note he had received from Washington and cut it up “into Washington rings and lockets; one letter each will do, or at most one syllable.” It would be “worth a million.” Here was the intense emotional reaction—prompted in part by a clear physical attraction but also by an appreciation of the moral qualities described in print—and an appreciation of Washington, however angelic he might seem, as a human being distinguished by his natural qualities, not royal descent or anointment by a church. And, while jocular, her remark about rings and lockets suggests something of the thirst of Americans for relics of this secular saint. Incidentally, such lockets did exist, and as recently as 2001, one from 1789 sold for $1.2 million, showing that the thirst has not yet abated (see figure 11).137

In this crucial period for the newborn American republic, Washington’s charismatic reputation did a great deal to determine the character of the presidency. In the uncertain and turbulent years before the new constitution, more than a few Americans who had supported the Revolution wondered if, after all, the country needed a monarch to keep it together. A 1784 poem that praised Washington after his retirement from the army nonetheless concluded with the words “Behold the shrine! Prepare the crown, / To deck the brow of WASHINGTON!”138 The same year, a luckless Irish-born officer named Lewis Nicola incurred Washington’s wrath for suggesting he might become king of a new state, settled by former soldiers, west of the Appalachians.139 Even John Adams, despite his republicanism, thought that some sort of constitutional monarchy might in the end prove necessary for the United States: “Our Ship must ultimately land on that shore or be cast away.”140 After Washington’s election, Adams argued that the president should be addressed as “Your Highness.”

But even as the crowds scrambled for a glimpse of the president, and the versifiers competed to devise ever-more-extravagant adjectives for him, most observers insisted on distinguishing Washington from gods, angels, and kings. He was a man, an American, and, despite his extraordinary qualities, the equal of his fellow citizens. The Pennsylvania Packet made the point with particular acuity: “The first magistrates of Europe assume the title of Gods, and treat their subjects like an inferior race of animals. Our beloved Magistrate delights to show, upon all occasions, that he is a man—and instead of assuming the pomp of master, acts as if he considered himself the father—the friend—and the servant of the people.”141 Washington was a charismatic if sober hero for the new, revolutionary age. Washington’s own conduct reinforced this impression. And in the same spirit, the new Congress decisively rejected the title “Your Highness” for “President Washington.” He would not be a king by another name.



George Washington’s two terms as president marked another striking change in the history of his charismatic authority. Many years after first being hailed as the savior, founder, and father of his country, he had finally ascended to a position of formal, preeminent political power: both head of state and head of government of the American republic, the country’s symbolic embodiment and also its actual chief executive. Yet, paradoxically, rather than rising even higher, his charismatic stature diminished during his nearly eight years in office.

The reason was quite simple: politics. Washington’s instinct was to stay above the political fray, but it became evident very quickly that he could not. The country, and his own government, soon divided, and divided bitterly, over a host of questions. In foreign policy, should the United States retain its friendship with France, even as the French Revolution turned more radical, or seek a rapprochement with its old enemy, Great Britain? In domestic policy, should the administration pursue Treasury Secretary Alexander Hamilton’s vision of a powerful federal government and national bank helping to develop the country as a commercial and industrial powerhouse, or reject it in favor of Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson’s vision of a much looser union of primarily agrarian states? During Washington’s administration, political parties began to form: the pro-British, Hamiltonian Federalists against Jefferson’s Democratic-Republicans. Washington could not remain above the fray and ended up siding with the Federalists.

As he did so, he encountered something that was, for him, very new: sustained, intense, and often unfair public criticism. And opponents did not stop at criticizing his policies. Although Washington had no desire for a royal title, and though his modest residence in Philadelphia looked nothing like a European palace, he did insist on strict etiquette and ceremony, giving opponents the chance to pillory him as stiff and monarchical. They denounced Hamilton’s policies as destructive and the rapprochement with Britain as treasonous. After the United States signed a treaty with Britain in 1794, the Democratic-Republican newspaper Aurora, edited by Benjamin Franklin’s grandson Benjamin Franklin Bache, even claimed that Washington had accepted bribes from Britain during the war.142 Thomas Paine broke angrily with Washington and in a vitriolic public letter claimed that the great man’s reputation was fraudulent. He added, “The world will be puzzled to decide whether you are an apostate or an imposter; whether you have abandoned good principles, or whether you ever had any.”143 Some of the strongest, most sustained criticism came from the poet Philip Freneau, who had previously celebrated Washington in adoring verse but in 1791 became editor of the fiercely Democratic-Republican National Gazette.

Now in late middle age and declining health, Washington himself was badly stung by the criticism and frequently lashed out in private at his critics, including “that rascal Freneau.”144 Even as his administration accomplished a considerable amount—effectively inventing much of the American government machinery, negotiating treaties, moving aggressively to expand settlement into the Ohio Valley at the expense of Native Americans, and defeating the Whiskey Rebellion (Washington personally led troops on this occasion, the only time a sitting American president has done so)—the rawness of the political fray steadily wore him down. In a draft passage of his farewell address that he eventually edited out, he berated the newspapers for publishing “all the Invective that disappointment, ignorance of facts, and malicious falsehoods could invent, to misrepresent my politics and affections, to wound my reputation and feelings, and to weaken, if not entirely destroy, the confidence that you have been pleased to repose in me.”145

Washington did not grasp that the United States had changed deeply since the mid-1770s. It had become a much more freewheeling, raucous society, where gentlemanly figures like him could no longer expect deference.146 The press continued to expand (the number of newspapers more than doubled between 1790 and 1800) and increasingly reported on the private lives of its subjects as well as their public actions, bringing America’s celebrity culture more into line with that of Europe.147 The development of party politics meant that organized networks of clubs and newspapers would mount sustained efforts to glorify their own leaders but also sustained efforts to vilify their opponents. Frustrated and exhausted from trying to deal with these changes, in 1797 Washington was all too happy to retire for a second time and to return to his beloved Mount Vernon. This second retirement soon quelled the worst criticism. It reinforced the Cincinnatus legend, and historians rightly credit it with establishing the crucial republican precedent that American presidents would not hold office for life.

Despite the frustrations he expressed during his terms in office, Washington deserves just as much praise for the political restraint he showed while president as for his voluntary departure from the office. Not only did he respect the new constitution and the rule of law during his two terms, but he steadfastly refused to exploit the charismatic legend that had grown so enormously powerful by the time of his inaugural tour of the states. Unlike some of his successors, Washington did not boast of the size of his crowds, still less attempt to silence or threaten his opponents by reference to his level of popular support. Nor did he let his Federalist partisans exploit his popularity in this way. His charismatic reputation in 1789 constituted a potential political weapon of enormous power. A Bonaparte would not have hesitated to use it. Washington never did.



On December 14, 1799, George Washington died, and immediately his charismatic image underwent one last dramatic transformation. The event came as an emotional blow to most of those Americans who could participate in the country’s fledgling and very imperfect democracy. Especially given Washington’s passing in the closing days of the century, they saw it as marking the end of the founding era for the United States. With party politics growing more vituperative (some feared the election of 1800 might trigger a civil war), these Americans also mostly seized on Washington as a figure of national unity. His own partisan politics now became a thing of the past, and Democratic-Republicans rushed to praise him as fervently as the Federalists did.148

The outpouring was astonishing. “This event has cast a gloom over the whole continent,” one Bostonian claimed.149 In virtually every town of any size in the country, people gathered to hear orations and eulogies, of which at least 340 found their way into print.150 All the familiar themes from the well-established earlier cult of Washington—his virtue, moderation, courage, strength, paternal care, and genius—sounded out once again. Newspapers published special editions framed in black, while businesses shut down as the news spread. Meanwhile, with the Protestant revival of the Second Great Awakening now in full swing, evangelical preachers rushed to present the religiously reticent Washington as a fervent model Christian. The engraver David Edwin, working from a painting by Rembrandt Peale, quickly produced an image of Washington ascending to heaven. Another such image, painted in 1865, now decorates the eye of the rotunda of the United States Capitol (see figure 12).

At the same time, with Washington himself no longer on the scene to protect his image, and with a boisterous press culture continuing to develop, the mechanisms of celebrity seized on Washington more firmly than ever. Now, everything about the great man became meat for writers and entrepreneurs of all stripes hungrily competing to profit from his disappearance. Even as a flood of new biographical writings came on the market, merchants announced special sales of black crepe and produced commemorative plates, pitchers, quilts, clocks, necklaces, and rings bearing Washington’s image.151

Exemplifying all these trends at once was a thirty-year-old itinerant bookseller, huckster, and evangelical preacher named Mason Locke Weems. Just weeks after Washington’s death, he wrote to a Philadelphia publisher: “I’ve got something to whisper in your lug. Washington, you know is gone! Millions are gaping to read something about him. I am very nearly primed and cocked for them.”152 Within months, Weems had published his Life of George Washington, which would appear in dozens of bestselling editions throughout the nineteenth century.153 It did more than any other single work to fix the image of Washington in the American mind—to present him as the measure of charisma against which all subsequent American political figures have had to live up.

The book often seems to read like the work of a less talented, fervently evangelical, and occasionally hallucinating Boswell.154 Weems gleefully made up story after story to illustrate Washington’s virtue—most famously, that of the boy Washington tearfully confessing to his father that he had chopped down a cherry tree, because “I can’t tell a lie, Pa.”155 To draw in readers, Weems produced horrifying, gory descriptions of Indian atrocities during the French and Indian War (“the raw and bloody skeletons, fed on by the hogs…”).156 He also spared no effort in fitting Washington’s life story into an evangelical Christian framework. In his account, Washington has a dream similar to Daniel’s, hears Jehovah telling him, “Fear not, for I am with thee,” and spends an excruciating number of pages dying and rising up into heaven, where he rejoices at the sight of old comrades (“swift on angel’s wings the brightening saint ascended”).157 Most important, like Boswell and Johnson before him, Weems promised to reveal the true Washington by pulling back the curtain: “It is not in the glare of public, but in the shade of private life, that we are to look for the man. Private life is always real life.”158

Weems’s Life also depicted a Washington well suited to the more egalitarian American ethos of the nineteenth century. Although still, of course, an absolutely exceptional human being, this Washington was also a man of the people. Weems described the plantation society of his birth as little more than a backwoods settlement, and he presented his hero—despite his hugely advantageous marriage to Martha Custis—as that most American of figures, an entirely self-made man. Weems also emphasized Washington’s easy manner with people from all walks of life, and he cast his virtues as expressions of the American democratic character. But in one respect the book did harken back to an older period in decrying faction and presenting its hero as a man who utterly rejected party politics, seeking nothing but national unity.

This most American of books said very little about the larger world. Yet oddly, in the final version, published in 1809, Weems did not begin his story in America but in the French city of Toulon, in the year 1798. There, he recounted, a group of young Americans had supposedly come in search of a different great man, who was embarking for Egypt. They succeeded in wangling an introduction, and to their surprise, once past the initial pleasantries, the man’s first question was “How fares your countryman, the great Washington?” They reassured him as to Washington’s health, at which point Napoleon Bonaparte then continued, rhapsodically, “Ah, gentlemen! Washington can never be otherwise than well … Posterity shall talk of him with reverence … when my name shall be lost in the vortex of Revolutions.”159

Weems made up this scene, too, and obviously designed it to impress readers with the unmatched breadth and depth of his subject’s fame. But at the same time, it betrayed at least a hint of anxiety on Weems’s part. Could it be the case that in another, older part of the world, far away from the new American nation, there might be another heroic leader whose charismatic appeal exceeded even that of George Washington? In 1809, most observers outside the United States would have responded that there was indeed.






 



THREE

WAITING FOR CAESAR IN FRANCE


Until now, our revolution has given rise to great events, not great men.

—Lucien Bonaparte, 1800

If I had been in America, I would have willingly been a Washington, and I would have deserved little praise for it, since I don’t see how it would have been possible to do otherwise. But if he had been in France, with the divisions within and the invasion from without, I would have defied him to be himself; and if he had been, he would have been nothing but a fool. As for me, I could only be a crowned Washington.

—Napoleon Bonaparte, 1815

At the end of January 1800, ships landed in France bringing reports of George Washington’s death. The news did not spur anything like the grief that had erupted in the United States a month before. Not only had Washington, as president, signed a friendship treaty with France’s enemy Great Britain, but after his retirement the United States had fallen into the undeclared conflict with France called the Quasi-War, marked by violent naval skirmishes and venomous diplomatic hostility. When, on February 2, the moderate republican French legislator Félix Faulcon asked his colleagues to hold a ceremony in honor of Washington, they balked. Some of them even denounced the American as an “aristocrat” and a foe of French liberty.1

But where these politicians saw Washington through the prism of ongoing events, Napoleon Bonaparte remembered how the French had once worshipped the American president and spied an opportunity. Less than three months before, the thirty-year-old general had seized power in a coup d’état, claiming that he wanted to save the republic born out of the French Revolution from chaos and corruption. But his authority was still fragile and untested. What better way to demonstrate his commitment to republican government, while also underscoring his own leadership qualities, than to stage a celebration that implicitly compared him to America’s republican savior figure? Even before Bonaparte’s rise to power, a friendly author had praised him as “France’s Washington.”2 Now he quickly ordered a ten-day period of national mourning. Newspapers he controlled published gushing obituaries of Washington. Bonaparte also quickly planned an elaborate memorial service at the Invalides, featuring the display of the French sculptor Houdon’s bust of Washington and an hour-long oration by the journalist Louis de Fontanes.3 The service took place on February 9.

Bonaparte chose Fontanes wisely. A well-known conservative noble, indebted to the new leader for ending his banishment from France, he knew how to make praise for the republican Washington serve the purposes of a nascent authoritarian regime. “Ordinarily, after great political crises,” he declaimed in a line obviously designed to fit Bonaparte as much as the oration’s ostensible subject, “an extraordinary personality comes to the fore, who, thanks to his glory alone … imposes order in the midst of confusion.”4 Fontanes argued that in the early history of republics, customs and morals mattered more than the letter of the law—which Bonaparte’s coup had rather spectacularly violated—and suggested that Washington had “governed more by sentiments and affections than by orders and laws.”5 In other words, Fontanes was holding up Washington as a model of charismatic, as opposed to constitutional, rule. In the doubtful case that anyone had missed the point of the oration, he concluded by praising “the man who, while still young, has surpassed Washington in battles, and will, like him, bind up the wounds of his country with his triumphant hands.”6

The memorial service served its purpose for Bonaparte, but the new leader’s “Washingtonian” moment did not last long. In June 1800, his spectacular military victory over Austria at the Battle of Marengo did more than any oration to solidify his rule. Soon he began openly to contemplate staying in power permanently, at which point a punctiliously republican “virtuoso of resignations” like Washington no longer made an appropriate model. In early 1801, Bonaparte used a failed assassination attempt as an excuse to purge the remnants of the left-wing republican opposition (the attack had actually been carried out by right-wing royalists, but no matter). A year and a half later, he made himself consul for life. Much later, in his final exile from France, he insisted that if he had been born in America, he would willingly have played a Washingtonian role. But in a country like France, torn apart from within and assaulted from without, “I would have defied [Washington] to be himself; and if he had been, he would have been nothing but a fool. As for me, I could only be a crowned Washington.”7 Indeed, in December 1804, Bonaparte quite literally put a crown on his own head, accepting the monarchical role that Washington had so steadfastly refused and taking the title of emperor.

In subsequent years, some of the greatest writers of the nineteenth century compared Washington and Bonaparte in print. That number included Lord Byron, Samuel Coleridge, Madame de Staël, Benjamin Constant, Chateaubriand, and the great Cuban poet José María Heredia.8 Invariably, the point of the exercise was to excoriate the Frenchman for not following the American’s virtuous, self-denying example. Yet the very possibility the authors insisted on and that Bonaparte denied—that he could have been a French Washington—underscores fundamental similarities between the men as charismatic revolutionary leaders. Like Washington, Bonaparte was a professional soldier who, in the midst of his country’s revolution, came to be seen as a heroic, almost superhuman savior and the father of his country. As was the case with Washington, his ability to play this role was attributed to his extraordinary natural gifts—in his instance, above all his genius. Like Washington’s, his charismatic reputation depended both on the new political ideas in circulation and also on the media in which ordinary people came to know him as a celebrity and to imagine a relationship with him. And as with Washington, his ascent took place during a moment of national crisis.

But Napoleon’s emergence as a charismatic leader poses more of a historical puzzle than Washington’s. In revolutionary France, fear of a Caesar ran far deeper than in revolutionary America. In revolutionary America, the king was figuratively decapitated when the crowd in New York wrenched the head off the lead statue of George III. In revolutionary France, King Louis XVI was very literally decapitated, in a blood sacrifice designed to choke off and cauterize the very possibility of a single individual ever again wielding absolute power in the country. Throughout the Revolution, political figures frenetically accused one another of plotting to seize personal power—of becoming a dictator, a Caesar, a Cromwell. In many cases, the accusations led directly to death sentences. Personal ambition, as in Shakespeare’s works—and much of the Christian tradition—was considered a “grievous fault” indeed. Bonaparte himself, while still an obscure, twenty-two-year-old army officer in 1791, wrote that “ambition, like all disordered passions, is a violent and unthinking delirium … Like a fire fed by a pitiless wind, it only burns out after having consumed everything in its path.”9 According to an idea that became particularly powerful in the most radical phase of the Revolution, between 1792 and 1794, any form of personal power whatsoever was illegitimate. “We must,” declared the Jacobin Louis-Antoine de Saint-Just, “substitute the strength and the inflexible justice of the law for personal influence.”10 The German radical Anacharsis Cloots, drawn like a moth to the French revolutionary flame, went so far as to declare at the end of 1793, “France … you will only be happy when you are cured of individuals.”11

Just six years later, Napoleon Bonaparte, with a significant base of support in the French population, seized dictatorial personal power. To understand this wrenching shift, we have to start with the French Revolution itself.



In the beginning was the king. Until the Revolution of 1789, far more than in North America, everything in political life revolved around this one figure. Indeed, in theory, politics itself did not exist outside the king’s head. France before 1789 was a theoretically absolute monarchy in which the king served as chief executive, sole legislator, and supreme judge. Politics therefore, in a sense, consisted of him making up his mind. “All the state is in him,” declared one of the period’s most influential political treatises, “and the will of the entire people is contained within his own.” In 1766, King Louis XV reaffirmed that “sovereign power resides in my person only … public order in its entirety emanates from me.”12 The king’s authority depended less on the monarch’s own personality and deeds than on the mystique and tradition of the office itself, and on a line of ancestors stretching back well over a thousand years. In this sense, it was actually less personal and individualized than the authority of most modern political leaders.13 But this symbolic weight only reinforced the centrality of the office for most of the French, who could not imagine their country without a king at its head. They dated their history from the foundation of the monarchy in the late fifth century and measured it in dynasties.

In practice things didn’t always work the way “absolutist” theory dictated. “If I were the Paris Lieutenant-General of Police,” the same Louis XV is supposed to have remarked, “I would ban two-wheeled carriages.”14 Kings ruled only with the cooperation of powerful officials and social elites, whom they could not easily challenge. They were expected to respect certain established legal precedents—especially in matters of taxation—and often retreated in the face of concerted public opposition to their more unpopular policies. Over the course of the eighteenth century, despite the existence of a vast and cumbersome system of censorship and a large police force dedicated to rooting out dissent, a raucous public sphere of political debate and discussion arose. While the French universe of print did not have the dimensions of its British counterpart, it still disseminated a very large range of works, including those we now think of as the core of the French Enlightenment. Many of these advocated popular sovereignty. Many more questioned the religious basis for the claim that the king received his authority directly from God—that his very person was sacred. And even as these ideas and other forms of cultural change eroded the monarchy’s sacred aura, royal attempts to stifle protest led critics to charge that the kings were acting less like Christian monarchs than like “oriental despots.” In short, despite the symbolic place of the monarchy in national life, France’s kings were much less popular than Britain’s had been in America until just before the American Revolution.

Louis XVI, who, at the age of twenty, succeeded his grandfather Louis XV in 1774, was no one’s idea of a charismatic leader, and he did little to improve the monarchy’s battered image.15 Naturally intelligent and kind, he was also painfully shy, indecisive, overweight, and desperate to please. “I wish to be loved,” he reportedly remarked soon after his accession, but the people’s love did not come easily to him.16 Worse, the inexperienced young man and his even younger and equally inexperienced queen, Marie-Antoinette, failed to consummate their marriage for several years, making Louis the object of more mockery than adulation (it did not help that his hobby was lockmaking, leading to all manner of ribald jokes about locks and keys). Mindful of the precedent set by Frederick the Great in Germany, Louis’s advisors diligently tried to increase his popularity by publicizing stories about his kindness to the poor and by commissioning paintings of him giving out alms.17 But these efforts had little effect amid continuing political strife and also, in the late 1780s, a massive fiscal crisis coupled with a severe economic downturn.

The French Revolution born out of this crisis did not immediately overthrow the king. In 1788, a desperate Louis called for the election of a representative body that had not met in nearly 175 years: the Estates General. In May 1789, 561 deputies from the clergy and nobility (the First and Second Estates) assembled in Versailles along with 578 from the Third Estate (everyone else; its deputies came mostly from the professional middle classes). The body immediately fell into a stalemate over the question of whether all the deputies would meet together—with the Third Estate in the majority—or in separate chambers. After several weeks, the leaders of the Third Estate took matters into their own hands by inviting noble and clerical deputies to join them in a single National Assembly that would provide a written constitution for the country. A large number of clerics responded enthusiastically, along with some liberal nobles, and after initial resistance, the king reluctantly recognized the Assembly’s existence. At this point, it was universally assumed that the forthcoming constitution would establish a constitutional monarchy, with the king as a powerful chief executive.

But in the dramatically turbulent summer and fall of 1789, what started as constitutional reform turned into a revolution. When the king appeared to be reversing course and on the point of dissolving the new Assembly by force, the ordinary people of Paris took matters into their own hands, storming the fortress and prison of the Bastille—long the country’s premier symbol of royal “despotism.” Royal troops defected to their side, and within days, leaders of the Third Estate had seized control of major municipalities across the country. In late August, the Assembly issued a Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen. “The principle of all sovereignty,” the document proclaimed, “lies essentially in the Nation. No body or individual may exercise any authority that does not emanate expressly from it.”18 It failed entirely to mention the king.

In this radically transformed political atmosphere, the question of personal political authority quickly came to the fore. What role would the king play under the new constitution? And if a weak king were restrained in his powers, might other individuals rise up to entrance the public? Already in the summer of 1789, several members of the National Assembly were becoming genuine political celebrities. Most prominent was Honoré-Gabriel Riqueti, comte de Mirabeau, who before the Revolution had acquired a reputation for scandalous love affairs but also for eloquent writings against royal despotism. In June 1789, he quickly emerged as a leader of the Assembly thanks to the thunderous oratory with which he defended it against the king. Although badly scarred by smallpox, he knew, like John Wilkes, how to make his unsightly appearance work in his favor. “No one knows the full power of my ugliness,” he boasted.19 At Mirabeau’s side was the marquis de Lafayette, who owed his prominence to his service in the American war and his closeness to George Washington. Tall and handsome, he looked particularly good on horseback and commanded the newly formed National Guard.

The Assembly also included a man who made for a far less obvious political idol but who would have much greater importance in the Revolution and play one of the strangest roles in the history of modern political charisma. In 1789, Maximilien Robespierre was only thirty-one years old. A lawyer from the northern French town of Arras, he had a modest reputation for fighting “enlightened” legal cases, but nothing to compare with the fame of Mirabeau or Lafayette. He was short, humorless, and fussy, always appearing in public with a carefully powdered wig and reading his speeches word for word in a weak voice from prepared scripts. The Times of London would later offer this cruel but not inaccurate description: “Robespierre is of a weak, puny constitution; his complexion is dark and livid, his eye-sight short and delicate, and his voice very faint and low. He possesses, of course, none of those physical advantages which captivate and seduce the multitude.”20

But in 1789, Robespierre discovered his mission. He espoused the idea that society should be governed not by individuals but by the impersonal, abstract, just, and rational principles laid out in the Declaration of Rights. The program fit in well with his reserved—indeed, repressed—personality, and also with the political philosophy of his intellectual idol, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, whose Social Contract advocated the collective sovereignty of a body of wholly equal citizens. Many other people in France had a similar revelation in 1789, but Robespierre stood out immediately for his utter force and conviction. From this moment on, he would deliberately seek to efface his own already colorless self, living a spartan, celibate existence in a modest set of rented rooms and dedicating every waking moment to politics. Supporters soon started calling him “the Incorruptible.”21 He was embracing what can only be called an anti-charismatic ethos. According to Max Weber, he perfectly expressed the Revolution’s “charismatic glorification of ‘Reason’” as opposed to the charismatic glorification of particular individuals.22

In September 1789, when Robespierre broke out of obscurity, it was precisely over the issue of personal political power. The Assembly was debating whether the king should have any right at all to veto legislation, and Robespierre put the case for limiting his role to the absolute minimum. Kings, he explained, should properly do nothing but execute the will of the people. “Why should the sovereign will of the nation cede for any time at all to the will of a man?” he asked. Allowing this to happen would mean claiming that “the nation is nothing and that a single man is everything.”23 Power should remain as abstract and impersonal as possible. Robespierre did not prevail on the issue of the veto, but he had made a name for himself.

The National Assembly took two long, laborious years to draft a constitution, during which time it enacted many sweeping reforms, including the end of France’s oppressive system of “feudal” land tenure, a massive reorganization of local government, and the abolition of the nobility. But in the process, momentous political divisions opened up in the country. In the Assembly itself, a set of progressive deputies sitting on the left side of the meeting hall (including Robespierre) faced off against conservatives on the right, incidentally giving birth to this key element of modern political terminology. Outside the Assembly, the end of what the French were already calling the “old regime” had brought with it the collapse of censorship. Hundreds of new newspapers were appearing, many of them violently partisan and devoted to apocalyptic conspiracy theories about their enemies’ evil intentions. In addition, political “clubs” (referred to by the English word) were multiplying throughout the country, exerting pressure over local governments and the Assembly itself. And the popular movement that had taken shape spontaneously in the summer of 1789 was gaining strength. In October, as the people of Paris suffered from dire food shortages and rumors spread of a royal coup, crowds led by market women and accompanied by National Guard detachments marched on the palace of Versailles, twelve miles from Paris. After a brief standoff, they forced the royal family to return with them to the capital. The Assembly took up residence there as well, in a hastily converted indoor riding arena, under the gaze of boisterous spectators and journalists. In Paris and other major cities, popular militants going by the name of sans-culottes (i.e., those who wore trousers rather than the “culotte” breeches of the upper classes) set up power bases in neighborhood assemblies meeting in permanent session.

Under these conditions, the most prominent political figures became celebrities, developing fervent followings. Printers rushed to publish their biographies, and engravers competed to sell their portraits. These portraits emphasized each deputy’s individual features and often depicted them in casual dress so as to increase a sense of intimacy with the viewer. Mirabeau was by far the favorite subject, with more than two hundred separate images produced.24 Lafayette featured prominently as well, profiting from his prominence as head of the National Guard. On July 15, 1790, when he appeared in public in Paris alongside Mayor Jean-Sylvain Bailly, a famous astronomer, the city’s official orator hailed them with the words, “France too has its Franklin and its Washington.”25 Robespierre developed a large following as well, thanks to his stern speeches, both in the Assembly and in the most prominent left-wing political club, the Jacobins.

A very different sort of hero emerged on the Revolution’s far left. Jean-Paul Marat, a Swiss doctor born in 1743, had spent formative years in London, where he fell under the spell of John Wilkes. In Paris, in 1789, he began publishing his own newspaper, L’ami du peuple (“the people’s friend”), which adapted Wilkes’s knack for pushing the limits of acceptable speech to the increasingly paranoid political atmosphere of revolutionary Paris. In every issue of his paper, Marat warned of counterrevolutionary plots and insisted that they could be stopped only with merciless violence. Never hesitate, he repeatedly exclaimed, to cut off a few hundred heads to save thousands more.26 He made himself into the central character of his story, promising to uncover corruption, to root out evil, and to defy “the idols of favor” and “the idols of power.”27 In the process, he himself quickly became the idol of the left-wing clubs and the sans-culottes.

King Louis XVI himself briefly became a popular idol of sorts as well. Although he accepted the early revolutionary reforms grudgingly, his acceptance of them did calm widespread fears of imminent civil war. Relieved commentators quickly hailed him as the “restorer of French liberty” and portrayed him in engravings as a new Augustus.28 Even the suspicions of the Parisian crowds could transmute into enthusiasm for the king with stunning speed, notably after he gave in to their demands during the popular march on Versailles in October.29 The many odes, addresses, and pamphlets that appeared in praise of Louis during the first years of the Revolution had more in common with paeans to Paoli and Washington than with anything prepared on behalf of earlier French monarchs. They presented Louis as a second founder of his country and as a servant of public liberty.30

The popularity enjoyed by these various figures shows just how enthusiastically the French were seeking living, human leaders with whom they could feel a bond of trust in the midst of rapid, swirling, threatening change. However beautiful and inspiring the Declaration of Rights, its words remained abstractions. The constitution was as yet unfinished, and citizens knew that when it came into effect, it might place them under the rule of men they had voted against and whose principles they abhorred. The very idea of political representation was still strange and unfamiliar in France.31 John Adams’s description of the way Americans had chosen a “character of convention” to serve as the living symbol of their Revolution, and a source of unity, applies very well to the early idolization of Mirabeau, Lafayette, Marat, Robespierre, and Louis XVI.

But the deepening political polarization quickly turned every hero for one side into an enemy for the other, above all in the case of Louis XVI himself. In 1790 the Assembly, which had already nationalized the vast landholdings of the French clergy, voted for a radical subordination of the Catholic Church to the French state, with priests and bishops to be chosen by election. The reform left the king all the more troubled over the Revolution’s course, and in June 1791 he attempted to flee the country and rendezvous with a counterrevolutionary army across the border. Instead, he was caught in the small town of Varennes and brought back to the capital, where moderate figures in the Assembly—including Lafayette—desperately pretended that he had been rescued from kidnappers. But no one was fooled, and the event seemed to confirm the most outlandish of Marat’s conspiracy theories. The new constitution took effect in September 1791, confirming Louis as chief executive, but it struck many observers as dead on arrival.

In this atmosphere of febrile suspicion, nearly every prominent political figure found himself accused of coveting absolute power. Lafayette, commanding the significant military force of the National Guard, made one obvious target. Marat denounced him repeatedly and darkly warned his readers of the example of Julius Caesar.32 Writing to George Washington in August 1790, Lafayette jokingly referred to himself as “this so much blackened Cromwell, this ambitious dictator.”33 But the king himself received the most accusations. When crowds cheered him in public, left-wing newspapers complained that “the people … are not yet cured of their penchant for idolatry.”34 A popular book called The Crimes of the Kings of France dilated at length on the charge, in language that recalled Robespierre’s strictures against personal power in general: “The people of France … are sensitive to the point of idolatry. People, change your character with your government, or you will have broken your chains in vain! The freer the government the less idolatrous the people; idolatry is a vice of despotic states. Austere republicans never had this kind of enthusiasm for their equals.”35 In the wake of the king’s attempted flight, these claims about idolization not only served to discredit Louis XVI in particular but helped convince many on the left of the need to abolish the monarchy altogether.



By early 1792, nearly all the idols of the early Revolution had disappeared or lost their luster. The king’s flight had discredited him among a wide swath of the population, and the discredit extended to his more prominent supporters, notably Lafayette. Mirabeau had died in April 1791. Marat remained, but while his venomous tirades made him a hero to radical militants, they repelled most of the rest of the political spectrum. But then there was the great opponent of political idolatry in all its forms, and of the very idea of an emotional bond between the people and their leaders that might trump constitutional principle: Robespierre.

Throughout 1791, Robespierre’s reputation on the left continued to grow. Thanks to a measure that he himself had proposed, members of the National Assembly barred themselves from serving in the new constitution’s Legislative Assembly. But Robespierre found an equally effective rostrum at the Jacobin Club. There, the major division pitted him against a faction led by the prominent writer and deputy Jacques-Pierre Brissot, who wanted France to declare war on Austria and Prussia and to extend the Revolution beyond France’s borders. Robespierre insisted, to the contrary, that the Revolution needed above all to root out its enemies in France itself.

In his debates with Brissot, Robespierre continued his long-standing denunciations of personal power and the very idea of a leader deliberately cultivating popular support. “I do not know how to flatter the people so as to destroy it,” he stated. “I do not know the art of leading it towards a precipice along a path strewn with flowers.”36 In the first months of 1792, the Jacobin Club became the scene of howling, chaotic debates in which the “Brissotins” and Robespierre accused one another of coveting personal power. Brissot’s ally Marguerite-Élie Guadet called Robespierre “a man who, whether by ambition or misfortune, has become the idol of the people” and charged him with aspiring to dictatorship. Robespierre responded angrily: “You dare accuse me of wanting to mislead and flatter the people! How could I? I am neither the courtier, nor the moderator, nor the tribune, nor the defender of the people. I am people myself.”37

As these debates continued, a certain irony became obvious. The man who claimed to be the passive, transparent instrument of the people’s will, the “Incorruptible” who insisted on keeping all political power abstract and impersonal, nonetheless kept drawing attention to his own person. “I have never spoken of myself except when forced to refute calumnies and to defend my principles,” he protested.38 But his conduct made even some of his supporters uneasy. “We invite Monsieur Robespierre … to persuade himself that, since he is not a god, he can sometimes make mistakes,” one of them wrote in a friendly newspaper. “Robespierre,” another declared, “the patriots do not like you making a spectacle of yourself.”39

Meanwhile, the already frantic pace of events accelerated. Brissot convinced the Legislative Assembly to declare war, but the first months of hostilities saw a series of French defeats, which led to an intensification of conspiracy theories and weakened the king even further. In August 1792, armed sans-culottes, reinforced by militants from around the country, stormed the royal palace of the Tuileries and massacred the king’s guard. The king placed himself under the protection of the Legislative Assembly, which quickly voted to hold elections for a National Convention that would write a new republican constitution. They also declared Lafayette a traitor, forcing him to flee across the lines to the Austrians. In early September, as enemy forces broke through French defenses in the east, sans-culottes attacked prisons holding suspected counterrevolutionaries and killed well over a thousand, leaving Parisian streets awash in blood.

Until the summer of 1791, the idea of France without a king had been largely unthinkable. Robespierre himself had mocked the idea, arguing that monarchy was the only suitable form of government for the country.40 But in September 1792, the new National Convention, elected by universal manhood suffrage and again including Robespierre as a deputy, formally abolished the monarchy and proclaimed France a republic. Three months later, it put Louis XVI on trial and, upon the urging of Robespierre and other radicals, found him guilty and condemned him to death. On January 21, 1793, the king went to the guillotine before a vast crowd in what is now the Place de la Concorde in Paris. The blood sacrifice was complete.

Now, it seemed to many, for the first time in the age of revolution, an opportunity had arisen to create a government of pure principles, abstract and impersonal, without the slightest trace of charismatic political authority. In December 1792, as the Convention discussed the new constitution, Robespierre’s ally Edmond-Louis-Alexis Dubois-Crancé made the point directly: “The Jacobins want a true and singular republic, founded on the purity of the principles of the declaration of rights, where the law alone dominates, never an individual.”41 Over the next months, a remarkable egalitarian spirit made itself felt in France, reinforcing this ambition. Robespierre even proposed a plan, never implemented, by which the state would remove all children over the age of five from their families, to be raised in public boarding schools.42 The power of the sans-culottes was at its zenith, and they pushed for the Convention to adopt an unprecedented range of social reforms, including maximum prices on staple goods. One of their popular songs, adapting a biblical verse, ran: “Giants must be shortened / And the small made taller, / All the same height / That is true happiness” (the implied reference to literal “shortening” by the guillotine gave the words an added sting).43 It was the atmosphere in which Anacharsis Cloots could express his wish for France to be cured of individuals.

Whether the revolutionaries could have achieved such a goal even under ideal circumstances is debatable. But the circumstances were far from ideal, and in the first half of 1793 the Revolution came close to violent collapse. First the war expanded, pitting France against a coalition that now included Britain and Spain. Attempts at drafting peasants into the army spurred revolts, especially in the western region of the Vendée, where a Catholic and Royal Army briefly threatened to overwhelm revolutionary forces. In Paris itself, factional rivalry grew more and more intense between the Brissotins on one side and the group around Robespierre, supported by the sans-culottes, on the other. At the end of May 1793, armed sans-culottes staged another insurrection, surrounding the Convention’s meeting hall and forcing the expulsion and arrest of the Brissotin deputies. In reaction, another wave of revolts flared, this time in provincial cities where the Brissotins had dominated. In Paris, a young woman stabbed the idol of the radical left, Jean-Paul Marat, to death as he sat in his bathtub nursing a painful skin condition.

In response to these events, the Convention undertook a series of extraordinary, improvised emergency measures, many of them carried out by deputies acting as autocratic “Representatives on Mission” in the provinces. These included an unprecedented conscription effort, a draconian centralization of French government, and the creation of “revolutionary armies” to maintain domestic order. In September 1793 there also began the policies of severe repression that would come to be known as the Reign of Terror. Even as the armed forces finally crushed the revolt in the Vendée and then carried out horrific large-scale massacres in the region, thousands more went to their deaths across the country for alleged counterrevolutionary activity, after mostly perfunctory trials. The Convention approved a new, egalitarian constitution but voted to suspend its implementation for the duration of the war. Effective power increasingly passed to two of the Convention’s committees: the Committee of General Security and, especially, the notorious twelve-man Committee of Public Safety. Robespierre joined the latter in late July 1793 and soon became its most visible member.44

This revolutionary government saved the French Revolution with its harsh and forceful measures, but the Terror eventually tore the government itself apart. The group of deputies around Robespierre—known as “the Mountain,” because they occupied the highest seats in the meeting hall—remained engaged in deadly conflict with factional rivals, even after vanquishing the Brissotins (whose leaders were executed in the fall of 1793). In the winter and spring of 1794, they succeeded in purging and executing other groups of deputies, including one around the great orator Georges Danton—also accused of plotting to seize absolute power—but at the cost of driving the levels of fear and suspicion in the Convention to an unbearable pitch. As they did so, the Terror intensified. Between March 1793 and June 1794 the Revolutionary Tribunal had passed some 1,251 death sentences—roughly three per day. After June 10, the pace shot up tenfold, with 1,376 people condemned over the next six weeks.45 Robespierre denounced conspiracy after conspiracy, most of which existed only in his own fevered imagination.

Ironically, the one conspiracy Robespierre failed to see was the very real one that formed against him in the Convention itself, leading to his overthrow. On July 26, he gave a rambling, disjointed speech, again defending himself against accusations of dictatorship (“this word has magic effects … it destroys the Republic”) but drawing more attention to himself than ever—he used the word “I” (je) some 136 times.46 The next day—the Ninth of Thermidor, Year II, according to the new calendar the Revolution had adopted—a group of deputies, fearful for their own lives, won over the mass of their colleagues and succeeded in declaring Robespierre and his allies outlaws. After a day of confused maneuvering in which the man who had sworn so often to sacrifice himself for the Revolution tried to commit suicide but succeeded only in shooting himself in the jaw, the group was taken prisoner. The next day they met the same fate to which they had condemned so many opponents: they died on the guillotine.

The mesmerizing figure of Robespierre continues to loom very large in the historical imagination. Even today, popular works of history and fiction routinely present him as an unhinged demagogue and dictator who personally masterminded the Reign of Terror in order to serve his megalomaniacal ambition.47 The truth is different. The only dictatorship in France in 1793–94, and then only at certain moments, was the collective one of the Committee of Public Safety, over which Robespierre had influence, not control. Robespierre genuinely had no interest in seizing personal power for himself, while his intense, obsessive devotion to political work left him in a state of severe exhaustion, absent from the Convention for weeks on end during the crucial spring of 1794 and prey to delusions and paranoia. As the historian Colin Jones nicely puts it, he was “less … the man who ruined the Revolution than … a man the Revolution ruined.”48 His moment of greatest visibility came on June 8, 1794, during the so-called Festival of the Supreme Being: his inauguration of a new, deist cult he hoped would, over time, eclipse the Catholic Church. Wearing a brilliant sky-blue coat, Robespierre presided over the elaborate festivities, which included children dressed in white carrying baskets of flowers, and the incineration of effigies representing Atheism and Ambition, among other vices. But the event did not mark the start of personal rule. One of Robespierre’s enemies, the philosopher Condorcet (a Brissotin who committed suicide at the end of March), better captured the essence of the role Robespierre saw himself playing: “Robespierre preaches, Robespierre censors … He creates disciples … he has acquired a reputation for austerity that aims at saintliness … he speaks of God and Providence and calls himself the friend of the poor and the weak … Robespierre is a priest and will never be anything else. The accusation of dictatorship was thus misplaced.”49 Robespierre’s enemies certainly repeated the accusation of dictatorship with numbing frequency. As Bertrand Barère, an ally on the Committee of Public Safety, expostulated in April 1793, “We never stop talking about dictatorship!”50 But the repetition simply shows that Robespierre’s own warnings against charismatic authority had won general acceptance. Before 1794 only one leading political figure—Marat—openly advocated a “supreme dictator” as a means of saving the Revolution, and Marat’s extreme reputation ensured that few outside his own circle of admirers listened to him.51 All the other leading revolutionaries agreed that “idolatry,” as the Brissotin interior minister put it in late 1792, should “never be substituted for the cult of the law.”52 When Robespierre’s enemies accused him of dictatorship, they did so in his own language. For instance, in a particularly thorough attack launched in the fall of 1792, the Brissotin deputy Jean-Baptiste Louvet declaimed:


[Robespierre has] declared most impudently that he is the only virtuous man in France, the only one to whom the task of saving the country can be confided … [He] showered the lowest kind of flattery on a few hundred citizens whom he called the people of Paris, and then the people full stop, and then the sovereign … [He] presented himself as an idol to supposedly free men … an overweening usurper, whom his faction treated almost as a god.53



Louvet also (of course) compared Robespierre to Caesar and Cromwell, but the speech is notable above all for its emphasis on the idea of the “idol”—for seeing the greatest danger to the Republic in the charismatic bond that a figure like Robespierre could forge with his most fervent followers. In response, Robespierre’s ally Barère agreed that a man with “Caesar’s genius or Cromwell’s daring” indeed had to be feared—but that Robespierre did not fit the bill. Barère added that anyone who had “great popularity” qualified as a potential enemy of the Revolution.54

But as these accusations flew, even more than before, a tremendous irony made itself felt. Despite all these denunciations of personal power, throughout France a significant section of the population had in fact come to think of Robespierre as a supreme ruler and clamored for him to accept the title. Nothing like this had been seen in France since the start of the Revolution. The only comparable degree of enthusiasm for an individual had come after the assassination of Marat, whose most fervent supporters staged genuinely idolatrous mourning ceremonies in the summer of 1793 (among other things, they compared the dead hero to Jesus and his death to the Crucifixion). But as with Washington in the United States in 1799, less was at stake in directing such reverence to the dead.

Robespierre, on the other hand, was still very much alive, and the adulation directed toward him from the fall of 1793 onward compared in intensity, if not in volume, to the adulation of George Washington during the American Revolution. One indication comes from the breathlessly hyperbolic letters that Robespierre received in this period.55 They must be read with care, since many of the authors clearly wanted something from him, but they show how easily the authors could imagine him as a charismatic hero, with the same superhuman qualities previously attributed to Paoli or Washington. For one woman, he was “an eagle soaring in the skies, with a seductive heart.” Others claimed that “you enlighten the universe by your writings, you regenerate the human race”; “you fill the world with your renown”; “you are our savior”; “you are the founder of the Republic.”56 A widow from Nantes even proposed marriage, saying she had been in love with him since the start of the Revolution: “You are my supreme divinity, my guardian angel.”57

Nor was this all. Formal declarations from clubs and municipalities across the country reported on a wave of popular enthusiasm for Robespierre. Children were learning his writings by heart. Babies were being named after him. At public festivals, crowds were shouting “Vive Robespierre” along with “Vive la République.” A young Englishman who visited Paris in early 1794 reported Robespierre’s apparent annoyance at the attention. “Why come to me?” Robespierre asked him. “Everyone applies to me, as if I had an omnipotent power.”58

In the spring of 1794, with France’s military situation still perilous and the political situation enormously unstable, a dictatorship even became thinkable for some in the Convention. Louis-Antoine de Saint-Just had worshipped the “Incorruptible” since the start of the Revolution (when he was only twenty-one) and after 1792 became a crucial political ally.59 A year later, in a never-completed work on republican institutions, he mused that “in every revolution, there is a need for a dictator to save the State by force, or censors to save it by virtue.”60 And in 1794, according to Bertrand Barère’s admittedly untrustworthy memoirs, Saint-Just told the Committee of Public Safety: “I see only one means of salvation: this means, it is the concentration of power … we need a dictatorial power … we need a man who has enough genius, strength, patriotism and generosity … This man, I declare that it is Robespierre. He alone can save the state.”61 On July 28, Saint-Just went to the guillotine along with his idol.

In short, no matter how powerful the suspicion of personal power, no matter how deep the belief in a “cult of the law” and a government of pure principle, the longing for a charismatic leader made itself felt in revolutionary France as well and fastened on to one of the men apparently least suitable for the role. But as I have noted, charismatic appeal emerges out of the hopes and expectations of the followers as much as it does out of the personality and actions of the leader. In the moment of crisis and exaltation in which revolutionary France fought for survival, the need for a flesh-and-blood figure with whom ordinary people could feel a bond of trust and confidence came close to overwhelming the fear of a new Caesar that had impregnated revolutionary culture since 1789. And while the name Washington—associated with a far less radical revolution—went largely unmentioned in France in 1793 and 1794, the memory of the earlier adulation he had enjoyed there may still have played a role, in the background, in feeding the abortive cult of Robespierre.

Precisely because of this abortive cult, Robespierre’s fall only seemed to further strengthen French suspicions of charismatic leadership. He was overthrown not by counterrevolutionaries but by men who had largely supported him and who had helped implement the Terror. After the Ninth of Thermidor they stopped the spiral of executions, but to dissociate themselves from the bloodshed of the previous year, they needed to do more. Their solution was to place nearly all the blame for the Terror squarely on Robespierre’s severed head, creating one of the most fearful black legends in all of history around it. In innumerable speeches, pamphlets, and newspaper reports, they did not merely paint Robespierre as a dictator but as a bloodthirsty monster who had single-handedly masterminded the Terror in pursuit of his own overweening ambition. According to one fanciful report he had even planned to marry the surviving daughter of Louis XVI and claim the crown of France for himself. A popular engraving depicted him guillotining an executioner who had just finished guillotining everyone else in France.62 He was the center of every plot, the true picture of the counterrevolution, the example to be avoided at every cost.

One revolutionary writer, a Jacobin naval official named Étienne Barry, even used Robespierre as the principal illustration for a speech on “the dangers of individual idolatry in a republic,” delivered just six weeks after the Ninth of Thermidor. Barry admitted that even in the most egalitarian republic, certain “superior men” would nonetheless come to the fore—he cited the examples of Washington and Franklin in the United States and Marat in France. The trouble came, he argued, when ordinary citizens began to treat a man of great virtue, talent, and accomplishments as “a living idol, a tutelary divinity, a worthy object of the respect, homage, and finally the obedience of mere mortals.” This was “individual idolatry,” and it all too easily corrupted men who already had a desire for domination.63 Barry’s analysis was a striking one, because of the emphasis it put on “idolatry” rather than malevolent intent as the most potent source of harm. It was the popular adulation, the exaggerated response to perceived charisma, as illustrated in this case by the cult of Robespierre, that had the most corrosive effect on republican institutions.

This same sense of the dangerous power of charisma still prevailed a year later, when the “Thermidorians” finally drew up a new constitution for the battered French republic. Determined to rein in what they saw as the unruly forces of popular democracy, they again restricted the suffrage to well-off property holders and also decided to restrain the popularly elected legislature with the reinstitution of a strong executive power. But to avoid putting any single man in a position again to subject the state to personal rule, they divided that power among no fewer than five executive “directors.”



The First French Republic survived for another five years after the fall of Robespierre and even, in some ways, flourished. Although the government crushed attempts at insurrection by the remnants of the sans-culottes movement, and while it restricted full political rights to the well-off, it also made a renewed commitment to projects of public education and welfare. The principal reforms of the early Revolution, from the end of “feudal” landholding to the confiscation of Church property, from the establishment of press and religious freedom to the holding of regular elections, remained secure.

But the government was also prey to flagrant corruption and massive instability. Moderate royalists and neo-Jacobins both emerged as serious political forces and struggled, sometimes violently, for political power. A brutal “white Terror” in the provinces targeted those blamed for the repression of 1792–94, and revolts again flared in the west. Increasingly, the executive Directory resorted to authoritarian practices to maintain order, such as the widespread substitution of military commissions for the civilian justice system.64 In the late summer of 1797, left-wing politicians used the army to nullify elections and expel royalists from the government, in the so-called Coup of Fructidor. Over the next two years, two more coups followed, without putting an end to the turmoil.

Strikingly, even amid what most observers perceived as a permanent crisis, none of the period’s civilian politicians developed any sort of charismatic reputation—certainly nothing to compare with that of Robespierre or, before him, of Marat, Mirabeau, or Lafayette. Of the thirteen men who served as executive “Directors” between 1795 and 1799, most remained little-known even at the time. The most famous of them, Emmanuel Sieyès, owed his public reputation mostly to his role at the start of the Revolution, as a leader of the Third Estate.65 Official portraits of the “Directors” in their elaborate and much-mocked tricolor costumes were deliberately impersonal, as if to forestall any popular identification with the actual individuals (see figure 13). It might seem, then, that the Revolution was finally triumphing over “individual idolatry.”

In fact, something of the reverse was taking place. No civilian leaders under the Directory attracted a powerful personal following. But men in uniform did. In the American Revolution, the hour of the general came at the very beginning. In France, it took until 1796, seven years after the start of the French Revolution and four years after the start of a continent-wide war.

It had taken so long for several reasons. In the first years of the Revolution, virtually the entire officer corps of the old royal army—almost wholly staffed by nobles—resigned or were dismissed because of their opposition to the Revolution.66 Their replacements were largely unknown and untested. In the first years of the war, the French mostly fought on or close to their own soil, under the strict and sometimes deadly supervision of the revolutionary authorities. In 1793–94 alone, 84 generals received death sentences, and 352 others were dismissed.67 Moreover, at a moment when charismatic leadership of all sorts aroused great suspicion, the memory of Julius Caesar and Oliver Cromwell directed particular mistrust toward military leaders, starting with Lafayette. General Charles-François Dumouriez enjoyed a moment of acclaim after an important victory over the Austrians in November 1792, but it did not last long. After quarrels with radicals in the Convention put him in danger, he tried to rally his troops to march on Paris. They refused to obey him, and he fled across the lines to the Austrians. The episode of course only further increased mistrust of generals.

Toward the end of the Terror, the recognition that political interference had hurt the army and thereby threatened the Revolution finally began to overcome this mistrust. By the spring of 1794, the revolutionary government was giving greater latitude to professional commanders to run the army as they saw fit. These commanders themselves were learning how best to employ the masses of new recruits the Convention had drafted, and they began to win important victories. As they did so, the theaters of operations moved farther from France’s 1789 borders, allowing the generals to operate even more independently. Their successes made a striking contrast to the political chaos and violence back home, and between 1795 and 1799 many of them became popular heroes. Their campaigns were followed in detail in the newspapers, engraved portraits circulated widely, and odes and speeches were delivered in their honor. Jean-Victor-Marie Moreau, Jean-Baptiste Jourdan, Lazare Hoche, and others became household names.



Very quickly, one name came to gleam more brightly than any other. Napoleon Bonaparte was still in his mid-twenties in 1796 and at first glance did not seem an obvious charismatic hero. Of slightly less than average height (although not the dwarf portrayed in British propaganda), skinny and sallow, with long, unkempt hair, he entirely lacked the physical grace that George Washington possessed in such abundance. He had an intense manner, speaking quickly and assertively in a noticeable Italian accent.68 He came, of course, from Corsica, which had belonged to France only since 1768. His father, a lawyer and a member of the island’s gentry, had supported Pasquale Paoli but declined to follow the fabled leader into exile. Instead, he took advantage of his (just barely) noble status to send Napoleon, his second son, to one of the military schools newly founded to train young French nobles for the officer corps. There, far from home, mocked for his ungainly accent and name, the young man nursed a fierce loyalty to Corsica and dreamed of helping lead it back to independence. He developed a particular fixation on Paoli, whom he most likely read about in the pages of Boswell. After his graduation, as a young officer in a series of boring provincial posts, knowing that he could never rise very high in the socially exclusive army of the Old Regime, he also fantasized about becoming a famous writer. He read obsessively in classic French literature and the works of the Enlightenment and tried his hand at writing philosophical essays and (very poor) stories in the then-fashionable gothic style.69 His denunciation of ambition as a form of madness came in a submission to an academic essay contest on the theme of happiness.

When the French Revolution began, Bonaparte returned to Corsica on leave and plunged into the island’s tumultuous politics. At first he attached himself to Paoli, whom the revolutionary authorities had finally allowed home. But soon he came to resent the now-aging leader, who in turn disparaged the impatient Napoleon and his brothers as “ragazzoni inesperti”—inexperienced boys—and tried to bar them from positions of influence. Matters came to a head in 1793, as Napoleon and his fervently revolutionary younger brother Lucien supported the policies of the Mountain, while the more conservative Paoli moved toward a break with the Parisian government. In June 1793 the Convention condemned Paoli as a traitor, leading him to stage a successful revolt on the island, with the support of the British fleet. The Bonaparte family fled to the mainland while Paoli’s supporters sacked their family home.

It was a decisive turning point. On the mainland, Bonaparte committed himself fully to the French revolutionary cause and quickly distinguished himself. In the siege of a port city that had rebelled against the Convention and welcomed in the British fleet, he displayed both military acumen and considerable bravery. Robespierre’s younger brother, on the scene as a “Representative on Mission,” praised him as “an officer of transcendent merit.”70 Although this connection led to his brief imprisonment after the Ninth of Thermidor, Bonaparte soon proved his worth to the “Thermidorian” government by helping it suppress violent royalist riots in Paris in the autumn of 1795. Less than six months later, he took command of the Army of Italy.

There followed one of the most astonishing military campaigns in European history. Bonaparte turned out to be a genuine military genius, with a preternatural ability to envisage battlefields, keep the positions of different units in his head even in the midst of enormous confusion, and quickly bring decisive strength to bear upon the enemy’s weak points. In barely nine months, in a series of brilliant battles and maneuvers, he and his subordinates won victory after victory, occupied most of northern Italy, and forced the Austrian empire to the negotiating table. The final peace treaty, signed in October 1797, acknowledged French gains—including the creation of a new, revolutionary Cisalpine Republic allied with France—as well as France’s annexation of present-day Belgium, formerly an Austrian territory. French strategists had dreamed of such gains for centuries without ever achieving them. Now, thanks to Napoleon Bonaparte, they were a reality.

The French public greeted the victories ecstatically and with an apparently unquenchable thirst to learn as much as possible about their latest unlikely hero. The Directorial regime encouraged this enthusiasm, even as it attempted to tamp down displays of collective emotion in the domestic political sphere.71 In Paris, government agents filed regular reports on public opinion (in point of fact, mostly the opinion of literate men who frequented the capital’s cafés), and in 1797 they testified overwhelmingly to the “public admiration” and “flood of praise” for Bonaparte. His “military and diplomatic talents are being praised to the highest degree.”72 Between 1795 and 1799 at least 150 separate engraved portraits appeared of Bonaparte—far more than of any other figure of the period.73 Poets rushed to celebrate him. “In the path you are taking as a giant,” wrote one, “[you are] stronger than Jupiter, as bold as lightning.”74 Another praised “this hero, child of Italy, / Who, having become French, saved his patrie.”75 Joseph Charron, president of the department of the Marne, told his fellow citizens in a public address that Napoleon ranked with the great generals of antiquity: “nothing in modern times can be compared to him.”76 An ex-monk turned Parisian bookseller named Jean-Louis Dubroca delivered an overexcited speech to a congregation of deists, insisting that for many years “men will not have a hero to praise equal to he who has conquered the continent of Europe.”77 Between 1796 and 1799, French theaters put on at least thirty plays that either mentioned Bonaparte or featured him as a character.78 The first short biography of Napoleon, full of anecdotes about his childhood, appeared in England in 1797 and was translated into French within months.79

Like Washington’s followers, the early admirers of Bonaparte extolled his virtue and his masculine restraint almost as fervently as they praised his victories. The poet who compared him to Jupiter claimed that “your noble works / Have as a goal the happiness of a people of heroes.”80 Dubroca pointedly told Napoleon that “in the euphoria of victory you have not been tempted, like Caesar, to cross the Rubicon so as to enslave your country. You conquered for the interest of liberty alone.”81 A newssheet appeared in Paris entitled Journal of Bonaparte and Virtuous Men.82 It seemed as if Napoleon was being cast in the Washingtonian mode: as a virtuous republican.

And yet, even among these same authors, different tendencies were at work as well. Charron, for instance, contemptuously contrasted the brilliance of Napoleon’s victories to the “imbecilic chatter of the skeptics and the bland speechmakers who obsess us … the pygmies of all the parties.”83 It was precisely the sort of language that would justify Napoleon’s coup d’état two years later. As for Jean-Louis Dubroca, he would soon lose his inhibitions about the crossing of Rubicons and become an enthusiastic propagandist for Bonaparte. He would write a lengthy, adulatory biography, as well as a long eulogy for George Washington at Bonaparte’s behest, and a hostile biography of Bonaparte’s Caribbean nemesis Toussaint Louverture. We might almost call him the period’s leading specialist in charismatic authority, had he not been such a mercenary hack.

The frequently made comparison between Napoleon Bonaparte and Julius Caesar offers a particularly sharp illustration of how opinions about charismatic leadership were changing. Both Charron and the anonymous poet favorably invoked Caesar’s name when praising Napoleon’s military genius.84 In July 1798, when the paper Le conservateur called Bonaparte “the French Caesar,” another paper angrily responded that Bonaparte was “the hero of French liberty” and not its oppressor. Le conservateur backpedaled, saying that “in calling Bonaparte the French Caesar, we were thinking of nothing but the military glory of one of the greatest commanders of antiquity; a glory, in truth, that our hero has so greatly eclipsed, that he can only be compared to himself.”85 Several weeks later, another journalist wrote with tongue in cheek that the French people were not going to fall in love with a charismatic leader: “They are ripe for liberty, as it is said, because they no longer worship anyone, even God the father.” But he also quipped that “if we are irrevocably destined to bow our heads under the yoke of a new despotism, I confess that, despot for despot, I would prefer the one who has taken for a model Caesar, who pardoned his enemies.”86

The most important figure crafting Bonaparte’s image was Bonaparte himself. From early on in the Italian campaign—in his own recollections, after the victory at Lodi on May 10, 1796—he became convinced of his destiny as “a superior man.” “The ambition came to me,” he said, “of executing the great things which so far had been occupying my thoughts only as a fantastic dream.”87 These “great things” were political as much as military and made nonsense of Bonaparte’s youthful, pro forma denunciations of personal ambition. As early as 1792 his brother Lucien had written to another brother, Joseph: “I have always detected in Napoleon an ambition that is not altogether selfish, but which overcomes his love for the common good … He seems inclined to be a tyrant, and I think that he would be one if he were king.”88 Napoleon had no more respect than Charron for the political squabblers of the Directory, and as his victories accumulated, he set his sights on supreme power. “Do you imagine that I triumph in Italy in order to aggrandize the lawyers of the Directory?” he asked an associate in 1797. “The nation needs a leader, a leader decked in glory, and not in theories of government, phrases, speeches.”89 In the late summer of 1797, when left-wing politicians purged the Directory and assemblies of royalists, Bonaparte sent troops to ensure that the Coup of Fructidor succeeded. At the same time, he frequently ignored the Directory’s instructions and, as a British newspaper put it, “reign[ed] in Italy with more uncontrolled sway than the Dictator and Emperor Julius Caesar.”90

In short, Bonaparte most emphatically did not see himself as a modest, self-effacing Washington, called only reluctantly to political office and a scrupulous respecter of republican institutions. His model, despite the recent quarrels, was more the Pasquale Paoli he had read and dreamed about as a boy, who ruled with absolute, unmediated, and unquestioned authority over an adoring people thanks to the sheer force of his personality. And Bonaparte understood that to acquire that sort of authority—to bond the French people to him in a despotism of love—he needed to develop a powerful propaganda apparatus.

Bonaparte approached this task with a particularly brilliant instinct. He knew how deeply the very idea of personal political power had been mistrusted in revolutionary France, with charismatic generals coming in for special suspicion. After he aided the 1797 Coup of Fructidor, the right-wing press fulminated against “military despotism” in general and Bonaparte in particular. “Is the Rubicon already crossed?” asked one paper. “Will we avoid a military republic by going to prostrate ourselves at the feet of the dictator?”91 Bonaparte also knew very well that Robespierre had tried to deflect such attacks by presenting himself as an individual stripped of all individuality—the pure vessel of the Revolution. But rather than adopt a similar strategy, Bonaparte did the precise opposite and engaged in what the French call a surenchère: overbidding. In his propaganda, he presented himself not merely as superior but as an individual whose unique qualities were so extraordinary that a single human body could barely contain them. He presented himself as so massively superior to and different from other humans that the ordinary rules did not apply to him. The French might not trust ordinary humans, even talented ones, with excessive personal power, he implied, but they could trust him. I cannot say whether Bonaparte pursued this strategy consciously. But his superb political instincts led him directly to it.

The propaganda came in many different forms.92 The Army of Italy published two newspapers, one primarily for the soldiers, one for the French public. Allies back in France, including his brothers, published the Journal of Bonaparte and Virtuous Men. Bonaparte’s own boastful, bombastic military dispatches and his addresses to his soldiers were designed for public consumption and appeared in publications across Europe. The visual arts played an important role as well. The great French artist Antoine-Jean Gros painted a particularly stunning canvas depicting Bonaparte in the act of seizing a flag and leading his men to victory at the Battle of Arcole (figure 14). It mattered little that Bonaparte’s charge had not actually succeeded and that another general had behaved more heroically. Gros highlighted Bonaparte’s shining face and brilliant costume as he strode forward, turning back to urge his men on to victory: the embodiment of confident, masculine, charismatic appeal. Supposedly, Bonaparte had trouble standing still for Gros, and his wife Joséphine had to grasp him around the knees to keep him in one place.93 Engravings of this painting and others, as well as the 150 original engraved portraits, circulated widely. Finally, Bonaparte staged impressive spectacles around his own person—which his own newspapers and others, of course, reported on. He established a virtual court for himself in Italy and dined there before spectators, as French kings had done at Versailles.94 On Bastille Day 1797, during a military parade honoring the dead of the campaign, he gave a speech deploring the political turmoil back in France. On cue, a soldier stepped out of the ranks and shouted, “General, you have saved France. Your children, who glory in belonging to this invincible army, will shield you with their own bodies. Now, save the Republic!”95

In his propaganda, Bonaparte cultivated two distinct audiences: the public back in France but also the army. He knew well that he could never reach his goal without the passionate backing of his own troops, and he did as much as possible to ensure they would provide it. He made their material comfort—food, drink, boots, tents—a top priority, even if the supplies had to be stolen from the surrounding country, and he boasted with considerable exaggeration about how greatly conditions had improved under his command. He liberally distributed honors as well, such as a hundred specially engraved sabers given to soldiers—including privates and drummer boys—who had demonstrated exemplary courage. He treated his soldiers as equals, addressing them in deliberately familiar, emotional language: “I can’t express the feelings I have for you any better than by saying that I bear along in my heart the love that you show me every day.”96 At the Battle of Lodi, he stepped in to help ordinary soldiers load a cannon, leading them to joke that they would elect him their new corporal. The nickname of “the little corporal” stuck.97

This deliberately orchestrated propaganda campaign obviously differed hugely from the largely spontaneous, undirected outpourings of adulation for George Washington during and after the American Revolution. And yet the essential attributes of Bonaparte’s image as a charismatic leader did not differ enormously from that earlier case—or, for that matter, from Paoli’s. Like Washington, Bonaparte was portrayed as a man of high virtue, meaning, above all, devotion to the common good. Both men were compared incessantly to figures from classical antiquity—one engraving depicted Bonaparte on a medal atop medals of Alexander and Hannibal (figure 15). Both men were hailed as the embodiment of military glory and as the saviors of their countries. And both were described as utterly exceptional, superior human beings. Bonaparte’s admirers obviously did not boast of his height or physical strength, but they fastened with delight upon a different innate quality of his: his genius. A famous passage from the newspaper of the Army of Italy illustrates just how deeply into the pool of hyperbole Bonaparte’s propagandists were willing to plunge on this score:


Today, glory has written a new name on its immortal tablets, with no fear of it ever being erased. The divinations which predicted a brilliant destiny for the young islander have come true. The time is past in which he locked himself up in his tent, a voluntary prisoner, a new Archimedes always at work … He knows that he is of those men who have no limit to their power but that conferred by their own will, and whose sublime virtues complement their overwhelming genius … He promised victory, and brought it. He flies like lightning, and strikes like thunder. The speed of his movements is matched only by their accuracy and prudence. He is everywhere. He sees everything. Like a comet cleaving the clouds, he appears at the same moment on the astonished banks of two separate rivers.



The article—written by a former acolyte of Robespierre, no less—praised Bonaparte’s exquisite dignity, the touching clemency he showed to his enemies, and his firm resolution in all matters. Clearly such a man was born to rule.98

Despite such boasts, Bonaparte did not immediately attempt to seize power. Returning to Paris in triumph from Italy, he did not judge the moment ripe or see an obvious path forward. Instead, at the behest of the Directorial regime he embarked on an astonishing new venture: conquering Egypt. Landing there in the summer of 1798, he quickly defeated the country’s Mameluke rulers and founded what he envisaged as an enlightened French colony. Back in France, news of the victories only added to his legend. His hopes quickly foundered, however, as the destruction of a French fleet by the British in the Mediterranean cut off the possibility of resupply, the city of Cairo revolted against French rule, and the Turkish Ottoman Empire assembled its own invasion force. Although Bonaparte suppressed the revolt and held off the Ottomans, it was obvious that the colony could not survive for long.99

Meanwhile, in France, both the military and political situations were deteriorating. The peace Bonaparte had negotiated with Austria did not hold, and soon the French Republic found itself at war with a new European coalition that also included Russia. Massive revolts broke out in areas the French had conquered, wiping away many of their earlier gains—including Bonaparte’s. France itself was again threatened. And at the same time, the political turmoil grew worse, with deputies and then Directors illegally removed from office amid threats of military force. It was becoming painfully obvious that the regime of the Directory could not survive. Emmanuel Sieyès, now the most powerful of the five Directors, famously remarked, “I need a sword.”100

It was against this background that Bonaparte and his top commanders quietly left Egypt and slipped past the British fleet, landing on the French coast in early October 1799. Most of the French public still, mistakenly, believed the Egyptian campaign another brilliant success and treated his return as providential. His triumphant trip to Paris and his arrival in the capital matched George Washington’s inaugural trip through the United States for the sheer volume and intensity of praise that drenched the charismatic hero. In Lyon, as he passed through, townspeople placed lanterns in their windows, and the theater staged a hastily written play entitled The Return of the Hero; or, Bonaparte at Lyon, inviting him to attend.101 When the news of his landing reached Paris, theater audiences stood up and cheered, while police spies reported that he was being hailed in popular songs as the exiled hero and “our father, our savior.”102 The government newspaper the Gazette nationale reported that “nothing equals the joy that has greeted Bonaparte’s return. Along with our recent victories, it is the only event in a long time to have sparked popular enthusiasm. They are drinking to his return in the cabarets, they are singing about him in the streets; everywhere there are the most brilliant hopes.”103 Crowds gathered in front of his house in the aptly named rue de la Victoire, hoping for a sight of the great man.104

The coup itself quickly followed. Bonaparte met with Sieyès and devised a plan to replace the government of the Directory with a new regime headed by three “consuls”: Bonaparte and Sieyès and another Director, Roger Ducos. It was all supposed to take place peacefully, and legally, with the parliament, under the “protection” of Bonaparte’s troops, removing itself to the suburban town of Saint-Cloud and then voting to dissolve. In the event, as in most such cases, the plan went awry. Although the first vote took place as planned on November 9—18 Brumaire under the Republican calendar still in force—the next day a large number of deputies refused to dissolve the regime and cried out the familiar names of Caesar and Cromwell. Bonaparte himself was reduced to angry, stumbling threats. He was saved by his brother Lucien, who brandished a dagger and promised to commit fratricide if Napoleon betrayed the republic, and by his deputy and future brother-in-law Joachim Murat, who marched troops into the meeting hall with the words “Citizens! You are dissolved.” After Murat had expelled most of the deputies, the remainder meekly voted as ordered.105 The charismatic hero had come to power.



Napoleon Bonaparte would rule France for fifteen of the most eventful years in European history (and for an additional, especially eventful “Hundred Days” a year later). It was a period of almost constant war, in which the extent of his conquests rivaled anything seen in Europe since the days of Charlemagne, Julius Caesar, or even Alexander the Great. But while he subdued nearly all his enemies on the European continent and enormously expanded the frontiers of France itself, he could not defeat his great maritime rival, Great Britain, on the seas or wreck its economy by cutting off its European trade. Worse, his overconfident attempts to dictate policy to the Continent led him into disastrous conflicts in Iberia and Russia that weakened him sufficiently for his enemies to reverse his conquests and overthrow his regime in 1814 (and then for a second time, after the “Hundred Days,” in 1815). The wars cost millions of lives, involved the brutal repression of occupied populations, and devastated the French economy.

In France itself, despite the initial “Washingtonian” gestures, Bonaparte’s rule was thoroughly authoritarian from the start, with heavy press censorship and a tame parliament that largely followed his orders. As we have seen, within three years of taking power he modified his own constitution to become consul for life and then, just two years after that, took the title of emperor. Still, in some ways the authoritarianism was a moderate one. In France, the numbers of those imprisoned or executed for political offenses did not come close to those of the Terror, to say nothing of twentieth-century dictatorships. And Bonaparte left a lasting domestic legacy, including especially a reformed civil administration and law code.

The writer Germaine de Staël, after Bonaparte’s final defeat, memorably described how the Eighteenth Brumaire had changed the way the French spoke about political power:


It was the first time, since the Revolution, that a proper name was heard in every mouth. Until then, it was said: “The Constituent Assembly did so and so, the people, the Convention.” Now, no one spoke of anything except this man who needed to take the place of all, and to leave the human race anonymous by monopolizing all celebrity for himself alone, and preventing all other existing beings from ever being able to acquire any.106



Obviously, she was exaggerating. The name Robespierre had attracted more than its share of attention. But the remark testifies not just to how thoroughly Bonaparte now dominated the country but also to the collapse of the anti-charismatic ethos that had done so much to shape French political life in the previous ten years. A new Caesar had arisen, and no one now doubted that political power in France would henceforth take an intensely personal form, completely and entirely bound up with the fate of a single man. Dissidents might attack Bonaparte as a tyrant plundering France out of selfish ambition and long for a system that would do without such overproud “individuals,” but Bonaparte’s firm control of the press and the police ensured that their voices would remain thin and plaintive, drowned out by the thundering chorus of praise for the consul turned emperor. Needless to say, after the coup of the Eighteenth Brumaire, Bonaparte’s already expert propaganda operation could continue with the full backing of the French state.

Throughout the years from 1799 to 1815, this propaganda operation disseminated an image of Bonaparte that fit the model of the charismatic leader that had developed in regard to Pasquale Paoli and then George Washington. It rarely failed to apply the word “genius” to him and rarely failed to praise the superhuman natural abilities that lifted him to the level of a “demi-god.”107 The visual works commissioned by the government carried the same message, none more eloquently than Jacques-Louis David’s most famous painting, of Napoleon crossing the Alps in 1799 (figure 3). It has deservedly become one of the best-known historical images of military glory, showing an utterly confident, masterful Bonaparte who, astride a rearing horse, seems to blend into the sublime natural landscape that the painting depicts and to command the very wind.

And there was more. To his propagandists, Bonaparte was of course the “savior” of France who had rescued it from political turmoil and military disaster.108 Indeed, he had so fundamentally “regenerated” the country that he deserved to be seen as its “second founder.” Some of the more exaggerated literary works suggested that he had literally brought a child back to life during the Egyptian campaign and that he would restore fertility to French fields.109 Meanwhile, newspaper reports and biographical writings continued to offer plentiful details about his childhood and his private life (Dubroca’s voluminous Life appeared as early as 1802 and did well enough to be translated into English).110 Much in the manner of Weems’s Life of Washington, the authors of these accounts happily invented stories that purported to show the determined character and military genius of Bonaparte already present in the boy: notably one in which he led his small comrades in military school to victory in an epic snowball fight. And as was done in the adulatory material about Paoli and Washington, Bonaparte’s admirers constantly stressed the strength of his connection with ordinary French people. His authority, in their view, did not come solely from his own superhuman qualities but also from the emotional attachments he stimulated. Napoleon’s triumphant return to France in 1799 offered them a particularly powerful example. “How to describe the enthusiasm, the euphoria which his return produced?” asked the author of one typical pamphlet. “All the citizens hurrying, rushing in tumultuous floods to see him as he passed, their eyes looking everywhere for him, gazing avidly at him; his name flying from mouth to mouth … public joy … is the most constant expression of national gratitude.”111 Such perceived “joy” (allégresse) comprised a key element of his charismatic authority.

At the start of his rule, Bonaparte still denied that he was profiting from his charisma to overturn constitutional restraints. As in his early tribute to Washington, at that point he still presented himself as a charismatic republican hero: a genius, a savior, a founding father, but one who was using his powers to put the French Republic on a sound footing. Dubroca’s early biography argued that Bonaparte carried out his coup only so as to rescue the Republic, and the French Revolution, from the chaos and corruption into which it had fallen. He highlighted Bonaparte’s claim that “liberty is dearer to me than life” and concluded that in Bonaparte, “France may justly boast that she also has her Washington.”112 The Bonaparte described in his pages in fact bore more than a little similarity to the Washington whom Dubroca praised in a lengthy eulogy the same year.113 The moderate jurist Charles-Antoine Saladin likewise insisted, in a widely circulated pamphlet, that Bonaparte had much more in common with Washington than with Caesar or Cromwell and that a “democratic God” had brought him back to France in 1799.114

But already, toward the end of 1800, a curious publication signaled a change in course. Entitled A Parallel Between Caesar, Cromwell, Monck and Bonaparte, it appeared at the instigation of Bonaparte himself, who gave the writing assignment to his interior minister: none other than his brother Lucien. Lucien in turn enlisted the help of Louis de Fontanes, the orator at Washington’s memorial service.115 The Parallel started with the claim, reminiscent of Germaine de Staël’s, that “until now, our revolution has given rise to great events, not great men.”116 Lucien rejected the idea that Bonaparte had anything in common with Cromwell, or with George Monk, the general who helped engineer the British Restoration of 1660. Both, he said, were inferior generals and morally flawed. He then continued, “We must go back two thousand years to find a man at all similar to Bonaparte. This man was Caesar.” Lucien admitted that Caesar was a demagogue, while Bonaparte properly refused to cater to the whims of the “deranged multitude.”117 Even so, “it cannot be denied that their character and their destiny have striking analogies … dominant characters, to whom all obstacles and all wills bow,” and with apparently “supernatural inspirations.”118 Caesar, who had for so long symbolized the danger of personal political power, had now been transformed, at least partially, into a model leader.

Even in his 1800 oration about Washington, Louis de Fontanes had already grasped how Bonaparte truly hoped to rule. Founders of states, he had said, governed “more by sentiments and affections than by orders and laws.”119 Indeed, to an extent remarkable in Western history, Bonaparte tried to ground his regime in the emotional relationship between himself and the French people—the charismatic relationship. In doing so, however, he did not simply rely on the French adoring him for his character. What mattered especially was to provoke an amazed admiration for the great deeds that his superhuman genius had accomplished or, as he himself repeatedly put it, for his “glory.”120 He had won glory in Italy, glory in Egypt, and glory again when he crossed the Alps and won his brilliant victory at Marengo in 1800. The next few years would bring further chapters of glory: Ulm, Jena, Friedland, and above all the Battle of Austerlitz, over the combined forces of Austria and Russia, in 1805. Bonaparte’s example would stimulate the passion for glory in the population at large, leading them to do their own great deeds for the country—especially in war. And his own glory would forever unshakably attach the French to him through the emotion of love. “Napoleon,” the head of his highest court of law declared in 1807, “is beyond all human history. He belongs to the time of heroes. He is above admiration. Only love can rise to his level.”121 As with Paoli, his rule would be a true despotism of love.

There is no doubt that many of the French professed an intense love for Bonaparte throughout his rule, and not just in flowery speeches made for his own ears. Measuring its actual extent is difficult, but historians generally agree that Bonaparte enjoyed genuine popularity, especially at the beginning of his rule. Admittedly his administration tampered with the results of the plebiscite on his first constitution, in 1800, to create the appearance of a crushing victory. But he did in fact receive a majority.122 Even after the horrific sacrifices of his failed Russian campaign, and his subsequent defeat in 1814, a year later he could still count on sufficient popular support to stage his spectacular return to power during the “Hundred Days.” Letters sent to him spontaneously on the occasion of his coronation, often with irregular grammar and spelling, overflow with awkward hyperbolic praise (one called him “more a divinity than a man”).123 Later memoirs and literature testify abundantly to the devotion his admirers claimed to feel, as does the survival of a powerful cult of the emperor for decades after his fall (in 1848 it propelled his far less talented nephew Louis-Napoleon to power).124 Most famous among the literary accounts are the stories by the soldier and novelist Alfred de Vigny called Military Servitude and Grandeur, based in part on his own early memories of the empire. One of his characters recalled of Bonaparte: “His approach intoxicated me. His presence magnetized me. The glory of being attached to this man seemed to me the greatest thing in the world, and never did a lover feel the presence of his mistress with more lively and crushing emotions than the sight of him produced in me every day.”125 This was not the passive and dutiful love for a father felt by the subjects of Old Regime kings. It was something far more active, intense, and erotic, and far more tied to the emperor’s cult of military glory.

The cult of Bonaparte, like the cult of Washington, quickly extended across the Western world. Liberal Russian aristocrats and radical American artisans alike applauded his victories, in most cases seeing them as triumphs for the French Revolution. The initial enthusiasm of Pierre Bezukhov, Tolstoy’s hero in War and Peace, reflects the actual history quite accurately.126 Even in Britain, which was at war with France for all but a few months of Bonaparte’s rule, a surprisingly strong current of admiration for the man made itself felt, especially among political radicals, notably during the brief peace of 1802–1803, and then again after his fall.127 The English radical Henry Redhead Yorke recalled witnessing a military parade in Paris in 1802. “Several English gentlemen,” he wrote, “who were not very distant from me, made themselves conspicuous by their ecstatic exclamations of adulation towards Bonaparte, one of them, a person of rank and fortune, bawling out loud enough to be heard by fifty people, ‘By God! This man deserves to govern the world!’”128

Bonaparte himself, however, knew how fragile and transient political authority could be when it depended on popular adulation, which in turn required a constant succession of glorious deeds. However devoted his hard core of supporters, especially among his soldiers, it was another matter to maintain the enthusiasm of the population as a whole. In the first years of his rule he confessed to an aide: “You have to remember that a First Consul is not like those divinely-anointed kings who regard their states as an inheritance. Their power is supported by long-standing customs. With us, by contrast, long-standing customs are obstacles … A government like ours needs brilliant actions, and therefore war … I repeat, a new-born government like ours needs to amaze and astonish people, in order to consolidate itself, or it will go under.”129 Many years later, in his final exile, he repeated the point: “The destiny of France depended entirely on the character, the actions and the conscience of the man on whom it had conferred this accidental dictatorship; from that day on … the State was me [l’État ce fut moi] … I was, myself, the keystone of a new edifice built on such fragile foundations! Its survival depended on each one of my battles.”130

In fact, precisely because he knew the fragility of these foundations, Bonaparte soon tried to reinforce them by providing himself with a different, far more venerable form of political legitimacy—indeed, the most venerable form he knew: divinely anointed monarchy. Already in 1800, Lucien Bonaparte concluded his Parallel with a warning of the disasters that might befall France if Napoleon died without a clear successor (the passage infuriated Napoleon, because it clearly hinted at Lucien’s own eagerness for the position).131 Making himself consul for life in 1802 was a decisive step toward monarchy, and two years later the consul became emperor. In speeches supporting this last step, members of his tame Senate spoke of Bonaparte’s extraordinary qualities but also stressed the stability and permanence that would come with a return to hereditary monarchy.132

In creating the empire, Bonaparte—or Napoleon I, as he now styled himself—did not restore France’s Old Regime. He had the change approved by stage-managed plebiscite and took the title “Emperor of the French,” to emphasize that the principle of popular sovereignty remained operative. Although he welcomed back members of the old nobility from exile and created a new nobility of his own, he did not give them legal privileges. While he had already made his peace with the Catholic Church and acknowledged its role in French society, he did not restore Church property.

Yet at the same time, he tried his utmost to associate himself symbolically with the royal past. His formal coronation painting by Ingres rendered him as a medieval icon buried under ermine and bearing almost every possible symbol of monarchy: scepter, hand, orb, sword, chain, crown of laurels (figure 16). The trusty propagandist Dubroca, his earlier republicanism now forgotten, published a lengthy history of the “four French dynasties” (including the Bonapartes) and their founders, from the early Middle Ages to the reign of “Napoleon the Great.”133 Bonaparte invited Pope Pius VII to preside at his coronation in Notre Dame—echoing the coronation of Charlemagne a millennium earlier—and tried to present his reign as blessed by God himself. An Imperial Catechism instructed his subjects that “God has made the Emperor the minister of his power and image on earth,” and a French cardinal did not hesitate to call Bonaparte “God’s chosen.”134 Bonaparte even cajoled the pope into “discovering” an obscure Christian martyr named Neapolis and renaming him “Saint Napoleon.” His saint’s day—not coincidentally Bonaparte’s birthday—became France’s new national holiday.135

Bonaparte was attempting what Max Weber called the “routinization of charisma”—to take the authority inherent in the bond between a charismatic individual and his followers and transfer it to a stable institution—in this case the newborn French Empire.136 A similar process of routinization arguably worked in the case of the American presidency, which to this day bears traces of Washington’s republican charisma. But in Bonaparte’s case the process failed. The legitimacy of his regime depended too intimately on his personal appeal and his victories. His charisma could not easily be transferred to what many of his subjects saw as cheap, ersatz copies of France’s ancient monarchical institutions, blessed by a church that the emperor himself visibly despised (French troops occupied Rome in 1808, leading Pius VII to excommunicate Bonaparte, who in turn imprisoned him). It was Napoleon Bonaparte the individual, not the office of emperor, that attracted ecstatic devotion. When, in 1812, conspirators spread the false rumor that he had died in the Russian snows, deceived officials debated what sort of provisional government to establish in his place. Not for a moment did any of them consider proclaiming his infant son the new emperor.137 Such are the weak points of regimes founded on a single person’s charisma.

Although his career ended in defeat, exile, and humiliation, and although it took a terrible toll in blood and suffering, Napoleon Bonaparte had nonetheless amazed and astounded. His legend continued to obsess the Western world throughout the nineteenth century and remains potent today, with new biographies appearing at almost an annual pace. Yet astonishing as his career was, it was not perhaps the most astonishing of the age of revolution. That honor belongs to another charismatic leader, one whom Bonaparte himself despised and ultimately destroyed, and one who established his reputation in a very different part of the world.






 



FOUR

THE SPARTACUS OF THE CARIBBEAN


Whatever high opinion I had formed of his heart and mind before meeting him was far from the reality. He is a philosopher, a legislator, a general and a good citizen. Toussaint Louverture’s merit is … transcendent.

—Philippe-Rose Roume de Saint-Laurent, 1799

A year after the Battle of Waterloo, Napoleon Bonaparte admitted a terrible error. He was now, in 1816, a British prisoner on the small, isolated island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic, accompanied by a tiny entourage of loyal followers who spent much of each day in his moldy, drafty house, listening to his long, rambling monologues, occasionally dashing to a corner to scribble down notes for posterity. On this occasion, the emperor’s thoughts had turned to his failure, back at the start of his rule, to reestablish France’s control over its most important overseas colony: Saint-Domingue, or, as we call it today, Haiti. “It was a great mistake to try to subdue it by force,” Bonaparte mused. “I should have been content to govern it through the intermediary of Toussaint Louverture … He was not a man without merit, although he wasn’t what he was painted as at the time.”1

It was one of the few occasions in his life when Bonaparte acknowledged Louverture’s existence. Back in 1801–1802, when this former slave turned French general had proclaimed himself Saint-Domingue’s governor-general for life, Bonaparte had ignored most of his letters.2 Two years later, Bonaparte likewise ignored a long, plaintive, self-justifying memoir that Louverture addressed to him after being brought to France as a prisoner. Bonaparte’s later remark suggests he knew of the widespread praise Louverture had received from around the Western world. Some had even compared him favorably to the French leader. The English poet Samuel Coleridge had called Louverture “a hero as much [Bonaparte’s] superior in genius as in goodness.”3 But Bonaparte could not imagine a black man born into slavery as in any sense comparable to himself. If he later conceded that he should have worked with Louverture, it was only because the French expeditionary force he sent to Saint-Domingue ultimately ended in plague-stricken disaster, leading to the colony’s independence and the disappearance of any hope for a renewed large-scale French imperial presence in the Americas.

In fact, although they had wildly different origins and did not come within four thousand miles of each other until the very end of Louverture’s life, the two men had a surprising amount in common. Both, while born under French rule, initially saw France as an oppressor but, at the height of the French Revolution, fully embraced the French cause. Both made reputations as brilliant soldiers and rose through the highest ranks of the French army at a blistering pace. Both became supreme French commanders in their theaters of operations and soon started operating autonomously, disregarding or even openly flouting instructions from Paris. By 1800, both had reached positions of supreme political power, even if Louverture still formally acknowledged French sovereignty over Saint-Domingue. Both ruled in a decidedly authoritarian manner. Ultimately both fell from power and ended their days in miserable exile. But both, before this fate, had great success as charismatic leaders. Both were widely seen as possessing extraordinary natural gifts and enjoying an emotional bond with their followers that, along with the glory of their victories, legitimized their rule. Of course the differences were stark as well. Louverture, whatever his personal ambitions, remained a fierce opponent of slavery, committed to a principle of universal human equality. Bonaparte had powerful racial prejudices and ultimately forced free people back into slavery in the colonies over which he managed to keep control.

If Napoleon Bonaparte today is so much better remembered than the man Chateaubriand called “the black Napoleon,” the reason does not lie solely in the scale of his conquests and the fact that they took place largely in Europe.4 The chaos and destruction of the Haitian Revolution led to the loss or widespread scattering of much of the documentary material it generated, and Haitians have never had the resources to systematically collect and republish what survives, making research on the subject difficult. Until quite recently, most European and North American historians ignored the Haitian Revolution almost entirely.5 As a result, some basic facts about Toussaint Louverture have come to light only in recent decades, as scholars have finally begun to recognize the key place of Haitian events in the age of revolution. And the tragic history of modern Haiti—a perennial victim of outside hostility, political instability, endemic poverty, and natural disaster—casts a deep shadow over the career of the man widely seen as its founding father. Yet these limitations should not distract us from acknowledging the extraordinary life of a man who overcame greater obstacles than any other charismatic leader of the age. As we will see, Toussaint Louverture was not a charismatic figure in the same way as Paoli, Washington, or Bonaparte, but he is just as important to charisma’s modern history.



With hindsight, it is easy to think that a revolution in Saint-Domingue was inevitable. Few places on earth had such volatile, indeed explosive, social conditions in the late eighteenth century. Its economic dynamism was matched only by the unbelievably cruel conditions imposed on most of its population. The Western world was experiencing a consumer revolution, driven in large part by an insatiable demand for sugar, coffee, chocolate, cotton, and textile dyes, all of which Saint-Domingue produced in enormous volume. By 1790, it was the most lucrative of all the European powers’ foreign colonies, producing close to half of the world’s sugar and coffee. Its exports accounted for 40 percent of France’s foreign trade.6 But this wealth depended on the grueling labor of enslaved black people, whom plantation owners literally worked to death: losses in the enslaved population could reach 5 to 6 percent every year. French slave traders, however, met this hideous demand with such ruthless efficiency that between 1740 and 1789 the number of enslaved people in Saint-Domingue more than quadrupled, to well over 450,000. By 1789, this small colony with roughly the same surface area as Maryland held two-thirds as many enslaved people as did the entire United States of America. The enslaved outnumbered whites and free people of color (a category that included both freed black slaves and people of mixed race) by nearly ten to one. A majority of enslaved adults had been born in Africa.7

Adding to the volatility, Saint-Domingue was also in no sense isolated from the major cultural and intellectual currents of the century. By 1789 Le Cap Français (today Le Cap-Haïtien) had 15,000 inhabitants, making it larger than all but three towns in the United States. It was home to scientific and literary academies, at least five booksellers, several printing shops, a newspaper, and a theater that could seat 1,500 (seven other towns in the colony also had theaters). Just a few years after Franz Anton Mesmer introduced his fashionable theory of “animal magnetism” to credulous Parisians, wealthy colonists in Saint-Domingue were likewise letting practitioners “mesmerize” them—that is, cure them of disease by trying to adjust the “magnetic fluid” in their bodies.8 Readers in Saint-Domingue could follow the events of the American Revolution in detail and even read admiring notices in their newspaper about the abbé Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, France’s most prominent critic of slavery.9 In short, the same cultural changes that helped bring about revolution in Europe and North America also reached these distant shores. They did not go unnoticed by the free people of color and even by some of the enslaved.10

Despite these volatile conditions, the plantation owners, supported by French military power, might yet have maintained control over the traumatized and fragmented slave population. The enslaved came from different parts of Africa and could sometimes barely communicate with one another. Other Caribbean colonies with broadly similar profiles (such as Jamaica) did not experience large-scale upheavals. In fact, before 1789 Saint-Domingue experienced less violent slave resistance than many other Caribbean colonies.11 And in any case, throughout human history, slave revolts have had a distressingly low rate of success.

But the French Revolution of 1789 had massively destabilizing effects on Saint-Domingue. Wealthy white planters and poor whites were soon struggling for control of a new colonial assembly, while free people of color, many of whom themselves owned slaves, sought the civil rights seemingly promised by the Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen (“Men are born and remain free and equal in rights”). By 1791 the dissension had turned violent. Vincent Ogé, the leader of a rebellion by free people of color, received the hideous punishment the French legal system traditionally meted out to traitors: executioners tied him to a cartwheel and systematically crushed his bones with an iron bar. And then, in August 1791, as the civic order in Saint-Domingue trembled, enslaved blacks on its northern plain launched the largest slave rebellion in history. Over the next few months they killed thousands of white colonists, burned hundreds of plantations, organized themselves into armies, and gained control of a third of the colony. They did not demand independence and even claimed to be fighting in the name of the French king. At one point their leaders offered to lay down their arms in return for freedom only for themselves and their families and better working conditions for the rest. But the white colonists fought back brutally, massacring thousands in their turn.12

Over the next two years, conditions grew even more bloodily chaotic. In Paris, as the French Revolution moved to the left, Jacques-Pierre Brissot and his allies persuaded the Legislative Assembly to grant full civil rights to free people of color—both out of principle and in hopes the new citizens would help suppress the slave revolt. The French government sent a civil commission, accompanied by six thousand additional troops, to Saint-Domingue to implement the measure and take control of the French administration. Its arrival horrified white plantation owners, because commissioners Léger-Félicité Sonthonax and Étienne Polverel were abolitionists, and Sonthonax, a lawyer of modest birth, had even written newspaper articles prophesying that one day people of African descent would sit in the French National Assembly.13 Then, in early 1793, as the European war expanded, British forces invaded Saint-Domingue from the sea, while the Spanish crossed the land border from Santo Domingo (the future Dominican Republic). Spain gave commissions to several leaders of the slave rebellion and wooed their armies over to its side with promises of freedom.14 Meanwhile, following the execution of King Louis XVI, an important faction of white colonists broke with the French Revolutionary government altogether. In the spring, they tried to seize Le Cap Français, and in the subsequent fighting, most of the town burned to the ground.

Faced with this desperate situation, Sonthonax and Polverel took truly radical measures. First, they promised freedom to any rebel slaves who promised to fight for the French Republic. And then, with the colony still in flames, they went a giant step further and abolished slavery altogether, first in the northern province alone and then in all of Saint-Domingue. They did so out of conviction, but also for an eminently practical reason. They hoped that they could now enlist the overwhelming demographic mass of the black population to fight on their side, overcoming all their enemies at once: the Spanish, the British, and white counterrevolutionaries. In February, the National Convention in Paris confirmed their decision and voted for the abolition of slavery throughout the French overseas empire—the first time a European power had taken such a step.



At this decisive moment in the history of what we now call the Haitian Revolution, Toussaint Louverture came to the fore as the most important black leader. He did so, however, in a kind of partnership with another man who could not have been more different from him. Louverture had been born in slavery, the son of Africans forcibly transported across the ocean to Saint-Domingue. The other man, who had the formidably aristocratic name of Étienne Maynaud de Bizefranc de Laveaux, had been born to wealth and title in a Burgundian château.

Their relationship made for one of the most extraordinary stories of the age of revolution, because they became not just unlikely allies but also passionate friends—indeed, in a very real sense they came to love each other. The love was not sexual, but in this age of “sensibility,” male relationships often throbbed with an intensity that is rarely seen in our own century. More surprising yet, it was the black former slave who emotionally dominated the white aristocrat. The relationship testifies to the explosive power of revolution to scramble established patterns of social life. It also testifies to Louverture’s extraordinary charismatic appeal. His personality not only transfixed Laveaux but allowed the black man, with Laveaux’s support, to rise to supreme power, defend his people’s hard-won freedom from slavery, and permanently overturn racial hierarchies in Saint-Domingue. He would earn widespread support from across the Atlantic world and ultimately lead the colony to the brink of independence. More troubling, he would also develop a cult of personality and rule as a virtual dictator.

At the time of the slave revolt of 1791, the man then known as Toussaint Bréda, after the name of the plantation where he lived, was already in his late forties—old by the merciless standards of Caribbean slave societies. Frail and short, he had early on acquired the nickname of “Sickly Stick.” In the 1790s he would lose most of his few remaining teeth. But he had already shown himself resourceful and ambitious. In the mid-1770s (as scholars only discovered two hundred years later) he had been one of the very small minority of enslaved people in Saint-Domingue to win manumission, probably because he had forged a close bond with a plantation manager. He then tried to establish a plantation of his own, complete with slave labor. After it failed, he returned as a free man to Bréda, where he served as a coachman, took care of animals, and held the trust of masters and the enslaved alike. He was particularly renowned for his horsemanship and would later be nicknamed “the Centaur of the Savanna.” He had a manner that was calm but also authoritative—as befitted someone who claimed descent from West African royalty. He played a key role in the 1791 slave revolt from the start—some sources even call him its mastermind, although the surviving evidence is fragmentary and uncertain. When the colonial authorities checked the revolt’s progress, he did more than anyone else to keep it going and to provide the rebellious slaves with effective military organization, although he formally remained in a subordinate position to younger, more fiery leaders. He was one of the black leaders who received a commission from the Spanish government to fight the French under the Spanish flag.15

While Louverture came to a military role only late in his life, Laveaux was steeped in military culture from an early age.16 Following the tradition of his French noble family, he enrolled as a dragoon officer in the French army at age seventeen, in 1768, and spent the next twenty years slowly working his way up its ranks. Most noble army officers in France turned against the French Revolution, but Laveaux embraced it—most likely out of a combination of ambition and genuine idealism. He might well have rethought this decision in September 1792, when his older brother, a priest, was arrested by the revolutionary government and then killed by radical sans-culottes during the Parisian prison massacres.17 But by then Laveaux was on a ship approaching the coast of Saint-Domingue, accompanying Sonthonax and Polverel’s civil commission. Over the course of the next months he performed effectively, earning the commissioners’ trust and a promotion to brigadier general. Like Louverture, he was small and slight.

On August 29, 1793, the same day that Sonthonax and Polverel proclaimed the abolition of slavery, a proclamation of sorts was sent from one of the major rebel camps, most likely to white colonists and free people of color. It read: “Brothers and Friends. I am Toussaint Louverture. My name has perhaps become known to you. I have undertaken vengeance. I wish for liberty and equality to reign in Saint-Domingue. I am working to bring them into existence. Join us, brothers, and fight with us for the common cause.”18 The letter almost certainly did not amount to a call for slave emancipation—its author still held a commission in the army of a country (Spain) that permitted slavery. But it marked his emergence into the front rank of the rebel commanders and also his adoption of the name Louverture—“the opening” (most likely a reference to his ability to create openings for his forces on the battlefield).

Just a few weeks afterward, Laveaux stepped into the spotlight as well, when Sonthonax and Polverel named him interim governor-general of Saint-Domingue. They also gave him the assignment of wooing the rebel forces fighting for Spain over to the side of the French Republic, including those commanded by Louverture. The two men had not yet met, although in January 1793 they had found themselves on opposite sides of a battlefield, when Laveaux captured a mountain fortress held by the black armies, and Louverture led the retreat, holding his forces together in the process.

In the winter of 1793–94, Laveaux wrote to Louverture for the first time, and the two men began a correspondence that would eventually run to several hundred pages.19 It was principally through these letters that their relationship would develop. Early on, the tone was cordial but decidedly formal. “I have received the honor of your letter,” Louverture informed Laveaux in an early missive. “I can do nothing but express how much I was flattered by the way you received the deputies I sent to you.”20 The black commander was still wary. Despite the emancipation decree, he was not yet ready to switch sides and fight for the nation against which he had rebelled in 1791. Even after word came in the spring of 1794 of the Convention’s confirmation of the decree, he remained hesitant. Only in mid-1794, after long negotiations with Laveaux, did he finally bring his army over to the Republic and accept an appointment as a French brigadier general.21 In August 1794, the two men met in person for the first time. Laveaux boasted to his superiors in Paris that “since joining the republicans, Louverture has behaved in a superior fashion.”22 The written correspondence continued, with Louverture now acknowledging Laveaux as his commanding officer.

With most of the former slave troops now fighting for France, the Republic finally gained the upper hand over its many enemies in the colony. In mid-1795, a peace treaty ended the fighting with Spain, and the rebel commanders still fighting under its flag left the colony. The British withdrew from Saint-Domingue in 1798 after suffering massive losses. In his campaigns, Louverture demonstrated remarkable military acumen. He combined guerrilla tactics with conventional European maneuvers, imposed strict discipline, trained his soldiers exhaustively, and inspired great loyalty by sharing their privations and never hesitating to expose himself to danger. Like Napoleon’s, his successes led him to believe that, as he later commented, “I felt I was destined for great things.”23 He and Laveaux exchanged letters almost daily and developed a remarkably effective military partnership.

Louverture’s letters were long the subject of controversy.24 Louverture did not write them himself but dictated them to white Frenchmen serving as his secretaries. Some hostile French observers later claimed that his letters were largely the secretaries’ work. Louverture himself, they charged, barely spoke French. It is true that his first languages were Haitian Creole and the Ewe-Fon of his West African parents. But his long years as a favored slave, then as a free man working in proximity to whites, almost certainly left him with a high degree of French fluency. By 1793 at the latest he could read and write, and literacy in Saint-Domingue meant literacy in French. Moreover, some documents in Louverture’s own hand have survived, and while their spelling is erratically phonetic, the language itself is a confident, even elegant, French. One author of an often strongly critical memoir insisted well after the revolution that Louverture would never have signed a letter without reworking every word of the text “until he had found the turn of phrase that gave proper expression to his thought.”25 We can therefore assume that the letters to Laveaux record Louverture’s own words.

As Louverture won victories, Laveaux’s admiration for his black colleague grew. In a letter to a parliamentary committee in Paris, he called Louverture “a citizen full of virtue, courage, and military talent; obedient to his superiors, accepting of the law beyond all measure, imbued with humanity; a true conqueror, tireless in his military capacity, knowing how to read and write, and thinking even better.”26 Meanwhile, Louverture’s letters to Laveaux turned warmer and more personal. He praised Laveaux’s exceptional love of the former slaves and began to use the sort of salutation normally employed between family members and close friends: “I embrace you with all my heart.”27 In October 1795 he wrote: “I have read all the good and wise advice you have given me with the most scrupulous attention. I accept it with gratitude, as a respectful son would receive it from his father. You may be sure that I have engraved it deeply in my heart.”28 Soon afterward, his language became even more openly emotional:


It is impossible for me, General and dear papa, to find language strong enough to bear witness to the satisfaction I felt in my soul in reading your touching letter of the 26th. My heart has been so full, and still is so full, that I cannot … think of you without shedding tender tears. There no doubt exists such a thing as pure friendship, but I will not be persuaded that there are any that are more pure, or more sincere, than what I feel for you. Yes, General, Toussaint is your son. He cherishes you, your tomb will be his, he will support you at the risk of his own life; his hand and head are always at your disposition, and if ever he were to fall, he would take with him the sweet consolation of having defended a father, a virtuous friend, and the cause of liberty.29



For the rest of the correspondence, Louverture would regularly address Laveaux, a man roughly eight years his junior, as “papa” (Laveaux does not seem to have reciprocated by calling Louverture “son,” although far fewer of his letters have survived).

And then Louverture saved Laveaux’s life—twice. The incidents involved free people of color, largely of mixed race, who had their own powerful armed detachments in Saint-Domingue, especially in the southern part of the colony. In theory these forces, like Louverture’s, by now supported the French Republic, but they zealously defended their own interests and distrusted Laveaux, who favored Louverture and the former slaves over them. In April 1796 a group of mixed-race officers attempted a coup d’état against Laveaux. They sent soldiers to arrest him and his principal assistant in Le Cap and tried to rally formerly enslaved people to their side. The principal black commander in the ruined city refused to cooperate, however, and the coup quickly collapsed, for which Laveaux gave Louverture credit.30

But a few days later, during a meeting between Laveaux and Louverture in the town of La Petite Anse, mixed-race soldiers spread the rumor that Laveaux was planning to reestablish slavery. They even claimed he had stored a large supply of slave shackles in a local warehouse. Former slaves in the town believed the rumor, and a crowd surrounded the house where Laveaux was staying, bent on violence. But then Louverture intervened. The rumors were false, he shouted. Laveaux was a good friend to the blacks. In a dramatic gesture, he led the crowd to the warehouse and flung open the doors, showing that it was empty, at which point the crowd dispersed.31 A relieved and jubilant Laveaux returned to Le Cap and staged an elaborate public ceremony to thank Louverture. To the accompaniment of cannon fire, he publicly embraced the former slave and named him lieutenant governor and major general—the highest civil and military ranks yet achieved by a person of African descent in the history of the Americas. With a nod to the popular French critic of slavery he declaimed, “Behold this Spartacus, the black man predicted by the abbé Raynal, whose destiny was to avenge all the harm done to his race.”32

From here on, Louverture clearly functioned as the dominant partner in the relationship. “Be calm, my dear father,” he wrote to Laveaux after the attempted coup, in an ironically paternal tone. “Toussaint your son will not cease keeping a watch over the bad men and will report to you about everything he does … I embrace you a million times.”33 In another letter he called Laveaux “my general, my father, my good friend … How happy I am to have such a true and sincere friend.”34 Laveaux responded just as exuberantly, and the correspondence continued in this vein. In August 1796, Louverture wrote: “I reread your letter every day. It will be a consolation for me in the deepest melancholy. I will keep it as the most sacred proof of our friendship, and in any place and in any circumstance at all you can count on the heart of Toussaint Louverture, who will with God’s grace always be your faithful friend, ready to die for you if need be.” His conclusion turned even more passionate: “How happy I would be to be close to you, to hold you in my arms and to embrace you a thousand times!”35

Like many highly emotional relationships, Louverture and Laveaux’s proved as short as it was intense. At the end of 1796, at Louverture’s suggestion, Laveaux left Saint-Domingue, to serve as one of its deputies in the French parliament and to rejoin his family. The move gave Louverture a strong ally in Paris. It also left him, along with Civil Commissioner Sonthonax, the most powerful man in the colony, as Sonthonax recognized by promoting him to commander in chief of all French forces there in the spring of 1797.36 Laveaux wrote a bittersweet letter to Louverture, expressing his sadness at parting from the man he now called “my most intimate friend.” But he added, “I will taste the sweet pleasure of conversing with you [by letter], of telling you all the details of my trip, and making known to you the men who are the sincere friends of general liberty” (i.e., slave emancipation).37 Indeed, after Laveaux’s return home the correspondence continued, although not quite as passionately as before. When Louverture sent two sons to France for education, he commended them to Laveaux and asked the Frenchman to watch over them. He regretted the irregularity of the mail between the colony and France and asked Laveaux to give him the “infinitely sweet satisfaction” of letters as often as possible.38

The emotional power that Louverture gained over Laveaux was a remarkable phenomenon for the period. In part, of course, he gained it simply because Laveaux depended on him. Not only did Louverture save his life, but without the support of the thousands of black soldiers loyal to Louverture, the French Republic never would have regained control over Saint-Domingue. But this was not all. As Laveaux’s effusive praise of Louverture to the French authorities suggests, the two men had forged a genuine bond. And one key reason was Louverture’s letters. The mere fact that the two men communicated so intensively on paper was a key factor. Educated men and women in the late eighteenth-century Atlantic world relied on written correspondence to an extraordinary extent to forge bonds with one another. It was not unusual for them to spend two to three hours a day at a desk, writing letters, and their very sense of self was fundamentally shaped by the practice.39 It was not only ships but paper and ink that bound the Atlantic world together.

Furthermore, in his letters Louverture used the language of “sensibility” and sentimental friendship that utterly pervaded the correspondence of Atlantic elites in this period, not to mention the novels they read and printed accounts written about men like Paoli and Washington. Louverture’s decision to call Laveaux “papa” may have reflected African practices of “fictive kinship,” as one historian has speculated, or perhaps the paternalistic customs of the slave plantation.40 But it also allowed Louverture to address his superior officer in emotionally charged language that could have been taken directly from any of a hundred eighteenth-century sentimental novels and that Laveaux would have found familiar and comforting: “I cannot … think of you without shedding tender tears. There no doubt exists such a thing as pure friendship, but I will not be persuaded that there are any that are more pure, or more sincere, than what I feel for you.”41



By the end of 1796, Toussaint Louverture had already established himself as a powerful charismatic leader—but his charisma took several very different forms, among several very different constituencies. The first consisted of his black soldiers. French observers claimed that he could speak Creole to these men with “mesmeric effect,” often using homely metaphors.42 On one occasion, to convince a black audience that they had nothing to fear from the small minority of surviving whites in Saint-Domingue, he ostentatiously mixed a handful of white corn kernels into a large container of black ones, until they disappeared from sight.43 His extraordinary courage also clearly counted. He led bayonet charges in person and in 1795 wrote to Laveaux that he had taken part in combat for fifteen days without a break.44 According to one French observer, “The soldiers regarded him as an extraordinary being, the field hands prostrated themselves before him as they would before a divinity.”45 Another commented that “the respect and obedience paid to him rises to the level of fanaticism.”46 In 1800, the French agent Philippe-Rose Roume de Saint-Laurent reported to the French government that in the course of the revolution, the “Africans” had developed a robust system of “popular assemblies” to debate political matters and that, in these assemblies, they expressed an “unconditional” loyalty to Louverture, whom they recognized as the chief defender of their rights and freedom.47

Beyond these observations, however, we know relatively little for certain about how Louverture interacted with his fellow former slaves. The relationship was built in person, orally, and for the most part did not leave the same written traces as did his relationships with whites. This aspect of Louverture’s charisma, while fascinating and important, lies largely beyond the limits of this book. So does his considerable appeal to enslaved people throughout the Americas, who learned about him through rumors and tales told by fugitive slaves, sailors, merchants, and refugees, as well as through the printing press.48

But then there is the charismatic authority Louverture enjoyed over Europeans and white North Americans. This form of his charisma joins his story to the broader one of charisma in the revolutionary Atlantic world, and it had critical importance both for his own career and for the age of revolution more generally. Here, the relationship with Laveaux was foundational. It showed that a European could be convinced of Louverture’s extraordinary personal qualities and could form an intense emotional attachment to him. In addition, it was in connection with Laveaux that a heroic, charismatic image of Louverture began to circulate in print throughout the world beyond Saint-Domingue, allowing readers in Europe and the Americas to see him in the same way.

Already during the attempted coup against Laveaux, Louverture had sent a letter of protest, written for publication, to the French ambassador to the United States, Saint-Domingue’s largest trading partner (in the 1790s, close to five hundred ships a year from Saint-Domingue docked in American ports).49 He denounced the “horrible plot” that not only threatened liberty and equality but that might lead to the “complete extinction” of the “white European race in this part of the Republic.” He cast himself as nothing less than the instrument of the “Supreme Being,” acting to save Laveaux and the whites. The French newspaper the Gazette nationale printed the letter, and an abridged version appeared in translation in London, while American newspapers reported on the affair in detail.50 In an official report on the colonial situation, the Directory in Paris gave Louverture and his “army of blacks” full credit for restoring order, claiming they had acted out of gratitude for the abolition of slavery.51 The Directors sent him a saber and a pair of pistols, and the gift gave Louverture the opportunity to publish another open letter, in which he not so subtly declared that it was his responsibility and no one else’s to “secure tranquility” to Saint-Domingue.52

A few months later, back in France, Laveaux himself published a long pamphlet justifying his conduct as governor, describing the attempted coup against him, and heaping praise on Louverture. “The colonial journalists,” he commented at one point, “have made it their mission to say that the blacks have very few ideas about morality, and none about social organization. Toussaint among others has been ripped to shreds by these gentleman. I will, in regard to these allegations, copy word for word a letter from this astonishing man; they will see that he at least has the spirit to defeat the enemies of his fatherland and the enemies of liberty.” Laveaux then proceeded to quote two full pages of a letter from Louverture.53

In the spring and summer of 1797, the turbulent political climate in France created the conditions under which Louverture’s charismatic reputation could rise even higher. At first, the rise of conservative political forces there seemed to threaten the gains that Louverture and the black population had made. They managed to bar Laveaux from taking his parliamentary seat, while a series of deputies demanded a reversal of French policies in the colony.54 In late May a Saint-Domingue planter and deputy, Vincent-Marie Viénot-Vaublanc, launched a particularly scorching and deeply racist attack. He criticized the emancipation of the enslaved, while claiming that Louverture and his black followers had ruined the plantation economy and would soon massacre the remaining whites.55 In a pair of white-hot responses, Laveaux defended both his own record and that of the “incomprehensibly virtuous man” he had promoted, Toussaint Louverture: “He is a man gifted with every military talent … a republican full of feelings of humanity. To cite all his remarkable traits would mean wanting never to finish.” Under Louverture’s guidance, Laveaux insisted, the colony was actually flourishing.56

And then, from Saint-Domingue, Louverture himself—deeply upset by Viénot’s speech—entered the fray in his single greatest piece of writing.57 Were the blacks of Saint-Domingue “ignorant and crude,” as Viénot had charged? Perhaps, Louverture admitted, since they lacked an education. “But,” he continued, “should we indict them for this lack of education, or rather should we accuse those who kept them from obtaining an education by use of the most atrocious punishments?” Nor did the blacks’ lack of education justify “putting them in a class separate from the rest of the human race, and confusing them with animals.” Had they committed crimes in the course of their revolt? Yes, but what about “the monsters who taught these crimes to the blacks, and who, driven by barbaric greed, traveled to the coast of Africa to rip sons from mothers, brothers from sisters, and fathers from sons?” And were the French themselves so innocent? How would Viénot react if the people of Saint-Domingue called the French unworthy of liberty because the French Revolution had “produced Marats, Robespierres … the bloody scenes of the Vendée, the September Massacres, the slaughter of a large part of the National Convention”?58 Never in the age of revolution had anyone denounced the hypocrisies of colonialism and racism more effectively. Louverture sent multiple copies of the pamphlet to France and asked his allies there to reprint it if need be. He wrote to the Directory that Viénot was plotting with exiled planters to restore slavery.59

Even before this response arrived in France, the Coup of Fructidor, which purged conservatives from the assemblies and executive Directory, removed the danger to Louverture. Viénot had to flee the country in disguise, and Laveaux took his seat in parliament and convinced the reconstituted government to renew its support for the policies of emancipation. A new law guaranteed that “any black individual, born in Africa or in foreign colonies, and transported to the French islands, will be free as soon as he has set foot on the territory of the Republic, and can acquire the rights of a citizen.”60 Ironically, given the fact that Napoleon Bonaparte later sent an expedition to overthrow Louverture, on this occasion Bonaparte effectively saved him, because his military support proved crucial to the success of the coup. In Saint-Domingue, Louverture’s position was now at least partially secured, and his reputation in the Atlantic world had grown considerably.



Now Louverture entered upon the most important five years of his career, in which he experienced epic success, then epic tragedy. He completed his defeat of the British and ended the military threat to French rule in the colony. He outmaneuvered a series of French officials, including Sonthonax, who tried to assert their own authority there. In the absence of effective local government, much of the colony remained under military control, with Louverture as the supreme military authority. By the end of 1799, one friendly official described Louverture matter-of-factly as “the absolute master of the island.”61 He overcame competing forces from the south of Saint-Domingue led by mixed-race officers in a short, brutal civil war and put down a rebellion in his own ranks. He attempted to revive Saint-Domingue’s plantation economy through a harsh program that would have turned formerly enslaved people into virtual serfs, bound to the land if not to specific masters. Like Bonaparte, he frequently disregarded instructions from Paris and operated as an autonomous proconsul. Despite France’s ongoing war with Britain, and the Quasi-War that erupted between France and the United States in 1798, he negotiated secret agreements on his own authority with both powers. Then, in direct defiance of French policy, he occupied the neighboring Spanish colony of Santo Domingo, which Spain had formally ceded to France five years before. In 1800, Napoleon Bonaparte’s new regime decided that France would no longer treat its colonies as integral parts of the nation and that they would henceforth be governed by “special laws.” In response, Louverture issued a constitution for Saint-Domingue that made him governor-general for life and granted him absolute, untrammeled power. He was bringing the colony to the brink of independence, telling a British representative that “the power he possessed, he did not hold from France.”62 These last moves, however, proved too much for Bonaparte. In 1801, the First Consul sent his massive military expedition—three times as large as the one France had dispatched to help George Washington in the American Revolution—to restore full French power in Saint-Domingue.

Historians and biographers have never come to a consensus about this period of Louverture’s career, and the sparseness of the source material has allowed them to stake out radically different interpretations. Was he, as the great Trinidadian writer C. L. R. James claimed, fundamentally an anti-imperialist freedom fighter, a model for the heroes of twentieth-century anti-colonial struggles? Or was he, rather, as the French diplomat Pierre Pluchon countered, a product of the plantation system who schemed to acquire land and wealth even as he struggled for liberty? Should we see him as a child of Africa best understood through the lens of the syncretic religion Vodou, as the novelist Madison Smartt Bell suggested? Or, instead, as the ruthless politician depicted by Philippe Girard, a man whose shortcomings prefigured Haiti’s later political dysfunctionality? The newest biography, by Sudhir Hazareesingh, most convincingly presents him as a complex and sometimes contradictory figure, but first and foremost as an implacable enemy of slavery.63

Despite the disagreements, some facts about the period of Louverture’s rule are clear. First, while Haitians today revere him as “the Great Precursor” of their independence, he himself never challenged French sovereignty over Saint-Domingue. In his writings and speeches, right down to the long, self-justifying “memoir” that he addressed to Bonaparte after his capture, he always posed as a faithful servant of the Republic.64 He even liked to lecture his black supporters on everything the French had sacrificed for the cause of slave emancipation and the rights of man. His proclamations faithfully echoed the revolutionary rhetoric used by republican politicians thousands of miles away, and he referred knowledgeably to the French Revolution’s principal events. What distinguished Louverture’s speeches and writings from those of most contemporary European revolutionaries was, rather, his blazingly eloquent insistence on the autonomy of all persons and their equal right to liberty. In 1800, he declared to the French government: “It is not just a freedom conceded to us alone that we want, but the absolute adoption of the principle that no man, whether born red, black or white, can be the property of another.”65

But it is easy to overestimate the extent to which Louverture controlled events. Despite his genuinely extraordinary personal abilities, the political and military storms in which he operated often left him precious little room to maneuver. In this, he resembled Washington and Bonaparte at various moments of their careers, but with even less real autonomy. And just as in their cases, his success did not derive solely from his own abilities but from the need of desperate, fearful people to find—indeed, to half create—a leader they could trust and follow in the midst of explosive danger. As with Louverture’s famous predecessors elsewhere in the Atlantic world, the charismatic authority that would prove so important in generating historical change was something of a joint enterprise between him and his willing admirers.



The years between 1796 and 1801 saw the full flowering of Louverture’s charismatic reputation in the wider Atlantic world, and as before, it took two forms. Most immediately, it spread among French officials on the ground in Saint-Domingue who came to know Louverture personally. More broadly, stories and images circulated throughout the world of print. Like Napoleon Bonaparte, Louverture actively encouraged this circulation, although he did not have anywhere near as powerful a propaganda apparatus at his disposal.66 But many others had an incentive to praise and support Louverture as well, including abolitionists trying to undermine the century’s pervasive racism, and Britons and Americans hoping he might detach the colony from France. In many cases, these writers clearly imposed their own enchanted heroic vision on the man they themselves had encountered only on the printed page, barely glimpsing his all-too-human complexities through the thick gauze of their romantic preconceptions. And this heroic vision captivated others in turn.

White officials in Saint-Domingue had many reasons to support and admire Louverture. Like Laveaux, they were impressed by the reassuring familiarity of his rhetoric and his devotion to the Republic. Even more important were his repeated promises to safeguard the lives and interests of white colonists. The very first mention of Louverture in print anywhere had come in an early account of the 1791 revolt, written by a white lawyer who credited the rebel leader with risking his own life to save whites.67 During Louverture’s years in power, a French civil engineer named Charles-Humbert Vincent, who grew particularly close to him, described him to French superiors as “the friend and protector of the Europeans.”68 American newspapers frequently praised him in the same terms: “he is respected, cherished and admired by the whites”; “the unfortunate whites who have remained in St. Domingo call [him] father and protector.”69 In 1801, according to one newspaper story, Louverture threw into prison a dozen prominent French planters who had supported the British invasion. But then he brought them outside the prison and, before a large black audience, preached the virtues of forgiveness, explaining that he himself had once turned Spanish but had then become French again. Taking the hint, the planters exclaimed that they had turned British but were now ready, like Louverture, to resume their French identities. In front of the crowd, Louverture embraced them and set them free.70 Of course, as in the case of Laveaux, any official who entered into an alliance with Louverture had every incentive to defend and praise him.

Virtually all the principal agents operating in Saint-Domingue in the late 1790s at least initially expressed enchantment with Louverture, although most also eventually fell out with him. In the late spring of 1796, soon after the attempted coup against Laveaux, civil commissioner Sonthonax described Louverture as a “hero of liberty” who had shown “heroic devotion” to Europeans.71 In a conversation with a French general, Sonthonax contrasted Louverture with the other black officers he had encountered: “They want promotion solely to get their hands on an abundance of tafia [a rum-like alcohol], money and women. Toussaint is the only one who has rational ambitions, and some idea of the love of glory.”72 Roume de Saint-Laurent, a Caribbean native and a long-serving colonial official who became the chief French agent in early 1799, fell even harder for Louverture. Soon after meeting him, he wrote to a French general: “Whatever high opinion I had formed of his heart and mind before meeting him was far from the reality. He is a philosopher, a legislator, a general and a good citizen. Toussaint Louverture’s merit is … transcendent.”73 A subordinate official, whom Louverture saved during the attempted coup against Laveaux, called him “this African genius.”74 The engineer Vincent called him “an astonishing man in every sense” who was “superior to everything that surrounded him” and whose “genius equaled his power.”75 These officials spoke with wonderment about what Vincent called “his great sobriety” and his apparently inexhaustible capacity for work. In their accounts, Louverture responded to hundreds of letters a day, exhausting five secretaries in a row, while sleeping only two hours and subsisting on a galette and a glass of water or perhaps a couple of bananas and a biscuit.76

Even Louverture’s greatest detractors among the French officials could not keep notes of admiration from creeping into their reports and correspondence. General Charles Leclerc, Bonaparte’s brother-in-law and the leader of the French expedition that captured Louverture, called him “no ordinary man … he has force of character.”77 Brigadier General François-Marie Perichou de Kerversau, who took part in the expedition and denounced Louverture as a master of deception, nonetheless credited him with “a superior intelligence and exemplary comportment.”78 General François-Joseph Pamphile de Lacroix, who served with Leclerc as well, and whose early history of the Haitian Revolution is peppered with acrid comments about Louverture’s vanity and overreaching ambition, nonetheless called him a “genius” and praised his “discipline over barbarians.”79 With admiration, Pamphile recalled Louverture at the height of his power, dressed in a brilliantly colored, perfectly tailored military uniform, leading a parade of some fifteen thousand soldiers. At that moment, Pamphile gushed, Louverture had “the radiance of a prince.”80

It is important to note that these officials’ expressions of admiration for Louverture did not for the most part challenge their prejudices against people of African descent. Indeed, something of the reverse was often at work: their admiration reflected and even heightened their prejudices, because they saw Louverture as a singular exception to the general pattern of his race. Even his friend Vincent casually drew a contrast between Louverture and the “mass of highly ignorant individuals” in the black armies, while Sonthonax’s praise depended on casting the other black commanders as drunken, greedy lechers.81 Indeed, after Sonthonax and Louverture fell out, the Frenchman denounced as ignorant and illiterate the man he had previously claimed to admire, insisting that “to avoid making the inhabitants of this land a horde of savages without laws or manners, the European must command.”82 In distinguishing Louverture from other blacks, the officials drew on a long literary tradition, for in the eighteenth century, even authors deeply opposed to slavery and committed to establishing bonds of sympathy between their readers and Africans tended to do so by inventing “exceptional” African characters. The hero of Aphra Behn’s 1688 novel Oroonoko, which became hugely popular in French translation, was a “royal slave”—the son of an African king (Louverture himself claimed royal descent).83 In the middle of the Haitian Revolution, the French writer Germaine de Staël, a staunch abolitionist, published an anti-slavery story with a male hero whose “features had none of the defects of men of his color … the shape of the Belvedere Apollo is not more perfect.”84

These authors presented their exceptional black heroes as either noble savages or white people in black skins, and some officials in Saint-Domingue saw Louverture as white. In 1805, a French officer who had served in Saint-Domingue recounted a conversation he claimed to have overheard between Louverture and Sonthonax. “I am white, but I have the soul of a black man,” Sonthonax supposedly remarked (Sonthonax had married a woman of color). “And I am black but have the soul of a white,” Louverture supposedly replied.85 We have no way of knowing if Louverture actually spoke these words and, if so, whether he spoke them sincerely. But it is significant that the officer believed he had said them and gave the story a prominent place in his memoir.

As his power grew, Louverture also became increasingly sophisticated in the use of the printing press. In the summer of 1797, he used it to discredit the only person in the colony who could still rival his authority: his erstwhile supporter Sonthonax, who enjoyed great popularity in the black population, thanks to his role in the abolition of slavery. At the end of August, Louverture brought a major detachment of troops to Le Cap, supposedly for a military review, and then used their presence to force Sonthonax into immediately embarking on a ship for France. Louverture justified the action to the Directory with a lengthy report that denounced Sonthonax, a radical Jacobin, for having plotted to declare the colony independent and to slaughter wealthy planters. He also had printed a forty-page pamphlet that purported to reconstitute, verbatim, dialogues in French between Sonthonax and himself in which the civil commissioner had supposedly tried to enlist Louverture in his plot, while Louverture virtuously resisted. The pamphlet, which included stage directions, read like a script and most likely played a role in convincing the Directory tacitly to endorse Louverture’s action.86

Louverture also continued to send out his own speeches and reports for publication. In an extraordinary 1797 speech to his soldiers, which appeared in several American and British newspapers after his promotion to commander in chief, he initially struck a Washingtonian pose. His promotion to high rank “never dazzled me,” he insisted. He cared only about doing his duty to his men. He continued, however, in a vein Washington would have avoided and one that recalls Bonaparte’s relentless self-promotion: “Now having become your Chief, I look upon you as my children … in return for my toils, sacrifices and my love for you, I only demand entire obedience to my orders.” Yet the conclusion of the speech turned in a different direction again. In it, Louverture urged his men to swear eternal hatred to enemies of liberty, adding: “carrying death even to their haunts, let us go there to plant the tree of liberty, and break asunder the chains of such of our Brethren as they still hold under the shameful yoke of slavery. Let us associate them to the rights we now enjoy, to the imprescriptible and inalienable rights of freemen.”87 Never before in the history of the Western world had a person of African descent, commanding hundreds of thousands of soldiers, called for a general crusade against slavery in these terms. And thanks to the printing press, never before had such a call circulated so widely. Later, when Louverture issued his new constitution, he had pocket-sized copies of it distributed across the island.88

The extent to which Louverture and his allies consciously tried to shape his image in print comes through most clearly in a remarkable letter sent to him in 1799. Its author was most likely Henri Pascal, a Frenchman who had traveled to Saint-Domingue with the civil commission, married the daughter of the wealthy mixed-race commissioner Julien Raimond, worked as a secretary for Louverture, and then returned to France. He reported that he was forwarding to newspapers any letters received from Saint-Domingue “which do justice to you and which tell the truth,” while being careful first to delete anything controversial. “In this way public opinion is formed,” he commented. He implored Louverture to “correspond frequently with the government, but because it doesn’t print anything, send me good news and we will spread it to the public by the path of print.”89

One pair of articles, possibly written by Pascal himself, appeared in early 1799 in the Gazette nationale.90 Attributed only to a “citizen recently returned from Saint-Domingue,” they breathed with the spirit of James Boswell’s pilgrimage to Paoli a quarter century earlier. The author explained that he had long nourished a desire to meet Louverture in person, and after giving a brief, largely inaccurate summary of Louverture’s life, he devoted most of the account to a visit he had made to the general’s home on a coffee plantation south of Le Cap. There, he had toured the property and spent an evening seated between Louverture and his wife—“the fattest woman I have seen in Saint-Domingue”—talking mostly about domestic matters. Louverture, taking the visitor by the hand, recounted his life story and chatted enthusiastically about his marriage. The general explained that he had resisted the attempts of his masters to marry him off to a younger, prettier woman because he wanted a happy union with a virtuous partner. The writer claimed to have seen, in the faces of the couple as they gazed at each other, “the sweet emotions felt by young lovers.” As in the case of Mason Locke Weems’s biography of Washington, the emphasis on Louverture’s private life was no accident. It was a strategy with proven appeal to a reading public trained by novels and the culture of celebrity to dote on such behind-the-scenes glimpses of extraordinary men. In response to the articles, the Gazette also printed a letter from Louverture’s former overseer, the Bréda plantation manager Antoine-François Bayon de Libertat, who praised Louverture for his steadfast attachment to his masters before the Revolution and for the way he strove to protect them thereafter. “Yes, I declare, it is to Toussaint Louverture, and the morality that he preached to his comrades, that I owe my continued existence.”91

But it was not due only to conscious efforts by Louverture and his allies that information about him circulated widely beyond Saint-Domingue. The colony’s economic and strategic importance, as well as its experience with slave revolt, made it a subject of intense interest in Europe and the Americas. Newspapers in Europe, Britain, and the United States reported regularly on the ongoing struggles and saw Louverture’s most important declarations and speeches as inherently newsworthy. Many officials and travelers published melodramatic eyewitness accounts of events, devised for a public eager for tales of exotic violence, and gave considerable attention to Louverture. In 1802, a British periodical called him “the most interesting of all the public characters” of the present year anywhere in the world.92 Hardly any of these accounts did very well in the fact-checking department. The Times of London did particularly badly, initially referring to the subject of their stories as “Poussaint Louverture” and repeatedly referring to him as a “mulatto.”93 But both the chaotic conditions in Saint-Domingue and linguistic obstacles made it difficult to receive accurate information. And many authors cared little for accuracy, especially when they played to the worst instincts of their readers, depicting the blacks of Saint-Domingue as bloodthirsty savages intent on raping and murdering innocent whites.

In the United States especially, many of the reports on Saint-Domingue came infused with venomous hostility toward the black people who had carried out the largest slave revolt in history. They called Louverture ignorant and cruel, a “black monster.”94 Thomas Jefferson referred to the freed slaves of Saint-Domingue as “cannibals of the terrible republic.”95 But in the late 1790s, when the French and American republics stood on the edge of war, Louverture’s willingness to pursue a separate foreign policy from France also earned him American applause, especially in the northern states. One American correspondent who met Louverture described him to The Philadelphia Gazette as “a wonderful man, sent by heaven … A word from his mouth moves to obedience and submission all the black citizens, and he is respected, cherished and admired by the whites.”96 At least twenty-four American newspapers printed translations of Louverture’s constitution for Saint-Domingue, and in most cases they accompanied it with a highly laudatory sketch entitled “Character of the Celebrated Black General Toussaint Louverture.”97 Americans took note of Louverture in their diaries, with one Philadelphia matron referring to him as the “celebrated African Chief.”98 Strikingly, in 1803 two American wax artists added a life-size figure of Louverture (topped, most likely, with real human hair) to their traveling show, which toured through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and Rhode Island. While quite possibly employing racist tropes, the artists still gave the figure (which has not survived) the titles “General” and “Governor.”99

In Britain, the combination of Louverture’s willingness to make a separate peace, and growing abolitionist sentiment, produced even greater enthusiasm.100 The Annual Register gushed about his “moderation, gratitude, and humanity,” his “genius” and “great mind.”101 A London opposition paper, The St. James’s Chronicle, offered him up as an object lesson in racial equality: “TOUSSAINT is a Negro; but, according to report, he is a Negro born to vindicate the claims of his species, and to show that the character of man is independent of exterior color.” At least five other British newspapers, and two in the United States, reprinted this article.102 And after Louverture’s capture and deportation to France, two of Britain’s greatest poets took to the pages of London’s Morning Post to lament his fate. Samuel Coleridge charged that Bonaparte had acted out of “personal envy to a hero,” while William Wordsworth composed a sad ode to Louverture, “the most unhappy Man of Men,” concluding with the lines: “There’s not a breathing of the common wind / That will forget thee; thou hast great allies; / Thy friends are exultations, agonies, / And love, and Man’s unconquerable mind.”103

Even as these accounts circulated, the first full-length biographies of Louverture appeared. Some of them, sponsored by Bonaparte, or by Saint-Domingue’s dispossessed slaveholders, amounted to little more than sustained exercises in racist character assassination. Bonaparte’s prolific and reliable propagandist, Jean-Louis Dubroca, composed a particularly vicious account that maligned Louverture as “a vile assassin … a deceiver … a hypocrite … a tiger avid for blood and carnage.”104 Happily transmitting any and all rumors obtained from exiled French planters, Dubroca’s book consisted in large part of pure fiction. Another, even more heavily fictionalized, biography attributed much of Louverture’s early success to the sponsorship of Robespierre, who supposedly recognized in him a kindred spirit—that is to say, a “criminal genius.”105 After 1800, Bonaparte’s strict censorship of the French press and book trade prevented any favorable treatments of Louverture from appearing in France.

In Britain, however, growing abolitionist sentiment and long-standing Francophobia provided a ready market for biographies that spread the legend of Louverture, the charismatic black hero and liberator who defied Bonaparte. The most interesting and extensive came from a British career army officer named Marcus Rainsford, who had fought against the American revolutionaries during the War of Independence and subsequently attempted—with a spectacular lack of success—to make a career as a poet. Back in the army, he deployed to the West Indies and in 1798 quite literally washed up in Saint-Domingue, when bad weather forced the ship he was on to land there. Arrested by the French authorities as a spy, he faced possible execution, only to have a merciful Louverture personally order his release. Upon his return to England, he published a short account of his adventures and then, in 1805, a full-blown history of the Haitian Revolution that gave pride of place to Louverture and included several engravings that depicted Louverture in heroic poses and graphically illustrated atrocities committed against black people.106 Rainsford had large literary ambitions but much less literary talent. Melodramatic descriptions of his imprisonment, mostly spent lying on an uncomfortable bed of dried sugarcane, alternated with dubious comparisons of Louverture to a “gigantic oak, spreading its foliage with august grandeur above the minor growth of the forest, defending the humble shrub.”107 Rainsford drew much of his (inaccurate) information about Louverture’s life from the 1799 Gazette nationale article and Dubroca’s hostile biography, but he also included lengthy firsthand descriptions of Louverture’s “bold and striking” countenance, his elegantly embroidered uniform, and the respect allegedly showed him everywhere by his black followers.108 His book received generally favorable reviews and appeared in Dutch translation, and the German magazine Minerva published lengthy excerpts. Some scholars have even speculated that Rainsford’s account of the slave rebellion influenced Hegel as he was developing his notion of the master-slave dialectic.109

Given the lack of reliable information, another admirer felt free to turn Louverture’s life, quite literally, into a novel, drawing heavily on the literary tradition about enslaved Africans that stretched back to Aphra Behn and further. In Bavaria, in 1802, this anonymous author published a German-language book entitled Toussaint Louverture’s Early History.110 Supposedly a biography based on English newspaper reports, it was in fact pure invention from start to finish. It gave Louverture an African birthplace, a royal father, and a childhood in the household of a kindly priest who supposedly purchased him after his arrival in Saint-Domingue as a boy. It told how the priest had taught him to read and write and had given him a classical education. It also recounted a torrid love affair between the adolescent Louverture and one of the priest’s relatives, who subsequently inherited the plantation. But this woman turned out to be a cruel mistress, and when Louverture protested her whipping of an elderly slave, she sold him across the border in Santo Domingo. From there, he escaped to live the life of a fugitive “maroon” until, in 1791, he descended from a mountain hideaway to take leadership of the slave rebellion. None of this was true. Still, there was something strangely appropriate about the anonymous author’s transformation of Louverture, a man so adept at using the language of Enlightenment sentimentalism, into the hero of a sentimental novel. The book also included a fascinating disquisition upon the psychology of slavery, suggesting that the slaveholders’ unremitting violence so completely paralyzed the mental powers of the enslaved “that they saw the words Master and Slave as the first principle in the code of nature” (if Haitian history did indeed influence Hegel, this German book probably mattered more for him than Rainsford’s).111

Together, the biographies and newspaper accounts made Toussaint Louverture a celebrity in the Atlantic world. As yet another English biographer put it, “every body has heard of TOUSSAINT, the famous Negro General.”112 But how did “every body” envisage him? At least a dozen artists—only one of whom could have possibly met Louverture—produced engraved portraits, but like the early images of Paoli, Washington, and Bonaparte, these images varied enormously (see figure 17). Beyond all portraying Louverture in punctilious French military uniform, some gave him exaggeratedly African features, while others made him look nearly white.113 And while the hostile accounts written about Louverture similarly emphasized his African descent, most of the favorable ones, like those of the French officials who had known him, contrasted him to other blacks and treated him as a white man in a black skin, or as a noble savage whose primitive purity raised him above most white people, in morality if not in learning. Wordsworth’s ode did not even mention his race. One otherwise favorable review of Rainsford’s book said that the author “forgets himself, by making the negro see with the eyes of a European.”114 But none of these accounts presented Louverture as an ordinary person. One French writer claimed that “he seems destined to become the Washington of the colonies,” while Britain’s Annual Register said he was “considered the Washington or Bonaparte of St. Domingo.”115 The French writer Chateaubriand, as noted, later labeled him the “black Napoleon.”



In fact, these favorable accounts imbued Louverture with almost exactly the same characteristics attributed to figures like Paoli, Washington, and Bonaparte: extraordinary personal virtue, almost inhuman natural abilities—including, especially, mental “genius” and astonishing stamina—a special destiny, and the capacity to mold an entire people into a new nation. The authors did not use the words “father of his country,” but the many descriptions by whites of the uncanny power he wielded over his black followers implicitly cast him in this role. And in the decades after his death, admirers would increasingly come to regard him as the father of modern Haiti. An anonymous Haitian poem from 1827–28, for instance, declared: “Invested in supreme power by heaven / TOUSSAINT delivered laws to the people of Haiti.”116 The French poet Alphonse de Lamartine put it more concisely: “This man is a nation.”117

And in Louverture’s own lifetime, just as in the case of the white charismatic leaders, the favorable accounts delighted in pulling aside the curtain and revealing the private, intimate man they invariably described in the language of sentimental novels. From the Gazette nationale article depicting him fawning over his wife like a young lover, to the fictitious German biography, it mattered to the authors to show, as the German author put it succinctly, that “a private history of the man who has swung himself up so high … must be welcome.”118 The authors all insisted on the moral spotlessness of Louverture’s private life.119 And they bolstered the argument with long, invented descriptions of his conduct toward his family. The English biographer James Stephen could rarely resist pulling at the heartstrings in this manner, notably in a long scene describing a tearful Louverture reuniting with two sons he had sent to school in France: “For a while the hero forgets that he is anything but a father. He presses first the elder boy, then the younger, to his heart, then locks them both in a long embrace.”120 The same mechanisms of celebrity that lay behind the charismatic reputations of Paoli, Washington, and Bonaparte also operated for Louverture.

In short, Toussaint Louverture did end up gaining remarkable charismatic authority over Europeans and North Americans as well as over his black followers. The pattern that began with Étienne Laveaux ultimately stretched far beyond Saint-Domingue. It brought Louverture to the attention of men and women who had barely heard of the French colony and had only the foggiest idea of its location, to say nothing of the suffering and violence there or its ghastly record as a slave society. They would not always gain more accurate knowledge from the accounts that reached them, for in these accounts fiction often pressed hard upon fact and sometimes crushed it altogether. But, however distorted the picture of Louverture that circulated around the Atlantic world, it did convey the news that a former slave, of African descent, could achieve the stature of a Paoli, a Washington, or a Bonaparte. This circulation of Louverture’s image, in turn, helped him consolidate his position in Saint-Domingue—for a time.



The tragedy of Louverture’s life is that as time passed, he seemed increasingly to believe the more extreme versions of this charismatic legend and to feel that his special destiny entitled him to a special status. The French officer Pamphile de Lacroix claimed that he often remarked: “Since the first troubles in Saint-Domingue … A hidden voice spoke to me and said: ‘Since the blacks are free, they need a leader, and it is I who must be this leader predicted by the abbé Raynal.’”121 In an address to his soldiers in 1801 he declared: “From the very dawn of the revolution I wished to be free, and my conduct has sufficiently shown to you that I did not wish to be so alone. I have always treated you as my children, and as such, I have ever led you into the path of glory. You are all free. Do you forget so great a blessing?”122 Like Bonaparte and many other charismatic leaders, he delighted in hearing himself praised. The French agent Roume fed his ego at every opportunity, notably by giving him a brochure about Bonaparte’s Egyptian campaign and pointing out to Louverture the two men’s similarities: “the same courage, the same bravery, produced by genius, and the same capacity to be in all places at once, observing … and above all the same vision, embracing the past, the present, and the future.” Roume told Louverture he was “greater even than Bonaparte.”123

As he consolidated his rule between 1798 and 1801, Louverture came to expect more and more sumptuous displays of deference. He began to appear in public in elaborate, expensive military uniforms trimmed with gold. On his arriving in a town, the inhabitants often greeted him with lavish presents, displays of palm leaves and flowers, trumpet music, and the firing of cannon. In some cases the towns even built ceremonial arches for him to parade through, in the manner of a Caesar (or Washington, in his tour of the states in 1789). In one town the authorities gave him a medal with his image and the inscription “After God, it is he.” According to some reports, he took to sitting in a gilded chair not unlike a throne. At grandiose ceremonies held to celebrate the promulgation of his new constitution in 1801, fawning orators compared him to classical figures—Spartacus, Hercules, and Alexander the Great—and also, of course, to Bonaparte.124 As in other cases of charismatic leadership, it was not always Louverture himself who took the initiative in these matters. His followers did a great deal on their own, for the more Louverture seemed to rise above everyone else in Saint-Domingue, the more he could function as a reassuring symbol and source of unity in the midst of continuing violence and danger. His followers could also take pride in seeing a black man receiving such honors and deference, including from white colonists and foreign envoys. According to the great nineteenth-century Haitian historian Thomas Madiou, the adulation made Louverture himself uneasy, at least at the start. “Only God should be placed on a dais and sanctified with incense,” he supposedly remarked at one ceremony in 1798.125 But over time these expressions of humility and disquiet became increasingly rare. Like Bonaparte in Italy just a short time before, Louverture was behaving like an imperious proconsul, even a monarch.

To be sure, these tendencies did not represent a betrayal of his democratic political convictions; he never had these convictions in the first place. In May 1798 he sent a revealing letter to his old friend Laveaux, in France, which laid bare the heart of his political philosophy, and it was explicitly authoritarian: “Recall, my dear general, how often, conversing with you, I told you that it was both politic and necessary for the reins of the general administration of the colony to be held by a single European leader … I wanted a single leader, because I felt that in the hands of a single man, the reins of the colony would be less vulnerable to passions, and that the colony would be less exposed to internal quarrels … of the sort that grows so stealthily and easily in Saint-Domingue … and finally civil war.”126 By the time he issued his constitution three years later, Louverture had abandoned his insistence on the European origins of the leader (chef) but not his preference for one-man rule. On his own authority, in order to restore the colony’s economy, he issued the regulations that reduced formerly enslaved people to virtual serfs, bound to their plantations. The constitution itself named him governor for life, with the right to choose his successor, and placed few constraints on his rule. The charismatic liberator was becoming an authoritarian, albeit one who still felt the need to have a constitution justifying his authority. A French colonial official sent to Paris the elaborate program devised for the official inauguration of the constitution in 1800 and in an accompanying letter accused Louverture of only pretending to consult the people, while in practice “usurping supreme power with tyranny … [in] a repetition of what we saw in France under the regime of the terror.”127

But the greatest danger any figure like Louverture can face, in starting to believe his own charismatic legend, is to consider himself invincible. And there is much evidence that Louverture succumbed to this danger when he promulgated his constitution—and had it printed, confirming its official status—without first consulting Bonaparte, who had now taken power in France. The French engineer Vincent, who had grown close to Louverture, later wrote that the black leader, “puffed up by his own successes” and “falsely adulated,” could not be saved from falling into error (“which I reproached him for more than anyone—I was perhaps the only person to reproach this man to whom I always told the truth”).128 In believing his legend, Louverture brought the power of Napoleonic France down upon him. Bonaparte’s own terse remark to Leclerc, when ordering the Saint-Domingue expeditionary force to depart, expressed his revulsion at the very idea that a man of African descent could possibly claim equal status to him in such a way: “Rid us of these gilded negroes.”129

Louverture had no illusions about French racial attitudes in general but does not seem to have grasped the contempt that his fellow general Bonaparte felt, not merely toward ordinary blacks but even toward those who held high offices, wore French uniforms, protected whites and their property, and had risked their lives for the French republic. To his aides, Bonaparte expressed consternation that the Convention had freed “men who had no civilization … the point quite simply is that those who wanted the liberty of the blacks would like the slavery of the whites.”130 Bonaparte also reputedly remarked that “I am for the whites, because I am white.”131 And when he sent the Leclerc expedition, he was already contemplating the re-enslavement of blacks that he would soon impose on the French colonies he still controlled.132

For Louverture, the end came quickly. Upon first seeing Leclerc’s massive fleet approaching the coast of Saint-Domingue in early 1802, he was heard to remark, “We must perish. All of France has come to Saint-Domingue.”133 Attempts at negotiation with Leclerc failed, and a short, sharp campaign ensued, during which the French won the critical engagements, and Louverture’s forces crumbled, with one of his chief lieutenants, Henri Christophe, switching sides. In the spring, Louverture had no choice but to agree to a cease-fire and resign from the governorship. In June the French arrested him, after luring him to a meeting, and put him on a ship for France. His capture did not mark the end of the Haitian Revolution. The armed conflict soon resumed, and it degenerated into a race war, with the French resorting to mass drownings of blacks and even making use of man-eating dogs. It was now entirely clear that a French victory would lead to re-enslavement, which Napoleon formally implemented in Guadeloupe and Guyana in May 1802. But an epidemic of yellow fever killed most of the French force, including Leclerc himself, and made a French victory in Saint-Domingue impossible. At the end of 1803, the expedition’s remnants evacuated, and on the first day of 1804 Louverture’s successor, Jean-Jacques Dessalines, proclaimed the independence of the new state of Haiti (the name taken from the original Indian name of the island). Louverture had not lived to see this moment. On April 7, 1803, in a cold, miserable, isolated prison cell in the Jura Mountains in France, his pleas to Bonaparte unacknowledged, he had died.

Yet if Louverture did not survive into the era of independence, the model of charismatic leadership he had established did. Jean-Jacques Dessalines, who had lived in slavery until 1791 (and may have worked on Louverture’s short-lived plantation in the 1770s), did not hesitate to assume dictatorial authority and to pose as a providential savior sent from heaven to found the new nation.134 In his first address to the Haitian people, after calling for “eternal hatred to France,” he boasted that “my happy fate preserved me to serve one day as the sentinel guarding the idol to which you sacrifice: I have watched and fought, sometimes alone.” He accepted Louverture’s title of “Governor General for Life,” and his generals promised to “obey blindly the laws emanating from his authority.”135 Eight months later, after receiving news of Bonaparte’s assumption of an imperial title, he proclaimed himself Emperor Jean-Jacques I of Haiti, but his empire lasted for only two years and ended with his assassination. Throughout most of the nineteenth century, the Haitian state would remain under the rule of authoritarian former generals who posed as providential saviors of their people, supported by a powerful military caste.136 An 1822 painting by the Guadeloupian Guillaume Guillon-Lethière brilliantly expressed this core early Haitian political concept. It shows Dessalines and another general, Alexandre Pétion, inaugurating the new state with an oath while shackles lie broken on the ground and an approving Jehovah looms overhead (figure 18).137

This new state quickly fell into traps that have left it, today, the poorest in the western hemisphere. State expenditures went overwhelmingly to the military. The plantation system never recovered from the revolutionary upheaval of 1791–1804, and the bulk of the population, although freed from slavery, remained in poverty. Much of the blame for this misery lies with the European powers and the United States, which greeted the new state with unremitting hostility. France inflicted massive hardship when it insisted in 1825, in return for its diplomatic recognition, that Haiti pay reparations for the property—including human property—lost by white colonists during the Revolution. The United States, the dominant power in the hemisphere, recognized Haiti only in 1862. These conditions already made it fearsomely difficult for the Haitians to establish anything like a stable democratic regime. But the tradition of charismatic authoritarianism did not help.138

Louverture did not set off down this authoritarian path solely because of his own hubris and ambition. He was encouraged from the start by Europeans to see himself as a providential savior figure. It was Europeans and North Americans, as much as Louverture, who forged the charismatic legend of the man on horseback that he ultimately came to believe in. These whites did so in large part because of their own racial beliefs. A few of his admirers, like the unnamed British author of the article in The St. James’s Chronicle, saw in him proof of the absurdity of racism: Louverture proved “that the character of man is independent of exterior color.”139 But most of the admirers, to the contrary, admired Louverture because he seemed so different from others of African descent, a noble savage or “a white man in a black skin.” For these observers, the only government suited to people of African descent was indeed dictatorship. General Kerversau laid out this case explicitly in a remarkable memoir that he sent to the government in Paris before Bonaparte took power, advising the agents it was sending out to put all their influence behind Louverture (Kerversau himself, of course, would later change his opinion of the black leader):


You will find the forces that are lacking in your close alliance with General Toussaint Louverture. He is a man of great common sense, whose loyalty to France cannot be doubted, whose religion guarantees his morality, whose firmness matches his prudence, who enjoys the confidence of all the colors, and who has an ascendancy over his own color that no counterweight can offset. With him, you are capable of everything; without him, you are capable of nothing. You are arriving in a country whose inhabitants are very distant from the farthest limits of civilization. Fetishism was from all time and is still the religion of Africans. Here, more than elsewhere, enthusiasm for the leader is the sinew of authority; and the law, to be respected, depends on the credit of the man responsible for its execution.140



Kerversau’s racially charged language implied that Africans, unlike Europeans, could not have a government without a “fetish” to follow.

Yet the word “fetish,” tinged with racial condescension, in fact, recalls nothing so much as the words “idol” and “idolatry” used so insistently by John Adams and Benjamin Rush to explain the extraordinary reputation enjoyed by George Washington, even amid the disasters of the early Revolutionary War in America—and also to explain the rise of Napoleon Bonaparte. While Kerversau thought he was speaking about dark-skinned “savages” in a tropical island far removed from France, in fact he was describing a form of politics France itself was about to embrace with a vengeance, with Bonaparte’s coup d’état. In claiming that “enthusiasm for the leader is the sinew of authority,” he was describing a central principle of government by a charismatic leader, not just in Haiti but throughout the Atlantic world in the age of revolution. Napoleon Bonaparte might have contemptuously dismissed the very idea that a black man and former slave could resemble him. Yet, in many ways, no other figure in the age of revolution resembled him more closely than Toussaint Louverture.






 



FIVE

LIBERATOR AND DICTATOR


During the last month of 1804 I saw the coronation of Napoleon in Paris … [It] filled me with enthusiasm, but less because of the pomp than because of the sentiments of love that an immense populace was showing towards the French hero. That general effusion of every heart, that free and spontaneous popular movement aroused by the glory, by the heroic deeds of Napoleon, who was being cheered, at that moment, by more than a million individuals, seemed to me … the ultimate ambition of man. The crown that Napoleon placed on his head seemed to me a miserable thing … What seemed great to me was the universal acclamation and interest that his person was inspiring.

—Simón Bolívar, 1828

In December 1815, a small ship sailed the two hundred miles from Kingston, Jamaica, to the port of Les Cayes, on the southern coast of Haiti, arriving the day before Christmas. Among the passengers were five desperate men—South American revolutionaries whose hopes of liberating Venezuela from Spanish rule had crumbled a year earlier. Spurned by many of their own allies, and by the British authorities in Jamaica, they had now come to their last, best hope for a base from which to continue their struggle.

Haiti itself was still recovering, with difficulty, from the brutal final stages of its own recent revolution. Shunned and under threat from the Atlantic powers, its politics remained dangerously volatile. After independence, Jean-Jacques Dessalines had ruled for barely two and a half years before falling victim to assassins’ bullets during a revolt against his despotic rule. Subsequently, the revolt’s leaders fell out among themselves, leading to the partition of Haiti into a northern state under Toussaint Louverture’s former lieutenant Henri Christophe (who crowned himself its king in 1811), and a southern republic led after 1807 by Alexandre Pétion, the mixed-race son of a wealthy white planter. Christophe ruled as an autocrat, while Pétion, struggling to contain further secessionist tendencies, often violated his own constitution. Even so, Haiti, only the second country in the hemisphere successfully to have thrown off the colonial yoke, remained a powerful symbol of revolutionary hope.

The South Americans, along with an English aide-de-camp, quickly made their way to the southern capital of Port-au-Prince, where Pétion received them warmly.1 In particular, he bonded with their leader, a strikingly handsome and intense man of thirty-two named Simón Bolívar, who spoke excellent French. Over the next three months, as more Venezuelan refugees washed up in Haiti, Pétion not only gave them shelter but agreed to equip an expedition to help them revive their revolution. Bolívar sailed back out of Les Cayes on March 31 in a flotilla of eight ships, bearing some 272 men (including perhaps 30 Haitians), and also 6,000 muskets, ammunition, and a printing press—all provided by Pétion. In return, in addition to Bolívar’s friendship, Pétion asked the South American for a solemn promise to abolish slavery in Venezuela.2

In the event, the expedition proved an embarrassing failure, and by early September Bolívar had retraced his six-hundred-mile route across the Caribbean to Haiti. But Pétion was willing to give him a second chance. After another three-month respite in the black republic, at the end of 1816, Bolívar set out for his homeland with a new expedition outfitted much like the first. This time it had greater success. Many years of hard fighting would follow, but by 1825, thanks above all to Bolívar and his supporters, all of Spain’s colonies on the South American continent had achieved independence.

Many have wondered how Bolívar’s stay in Haiti influenced this white slaveholder who had been born into a society tightly stratified by race. Did he make his promise to Pétion out of genuine conviction or pragmatic necessity? Did his exposure to a republic of free black citizens lead him to question his own racial ideas? Like the voluble, irresistibly quotable Napoleon Bonaparte, the voluble, irresistibly quotable Simón Bolívar frequently contradicted himself, on this and many other issues.3 Although he indeed declared the abolition of slavery upon his return home in 1816, conservative slaveholding elites resisted him, and Venezuela did not put a definitive end to the institution until 1854.4

There is evidence, though, that Haiti did provide a model for Bolívar in one particular area: personal political leadership.5 During the first, abortive expedition from Haiti, he found it almost impossible to control the Venezuelan guerrilla chieftains known as caudillos.6 Upon returning to Haiti, he found that Pétion, confronting his own political challenges, had revised the Haitian constitution to make himself president for life, on the model of Toussaint Louverture. It was an inspiration. On October 9, Bolívar wrote Pétion a remarkable note of congratulations:


The President of Haiti is the only leader who governs for the people. Only he commands equals. Other potentates are satisfied with being obeyed. They despise love, which is Your Excellency’s glory. Your Excellency has been elevated to the perpetual dignity of the head of the Republic by the free acclamation of his fellow citizens, which is the sole legitimate source of all human power. Your Excellency is destined to erase even the memory of the great Washington.7



It would be easy enough to dismiss the letter as mere flattery of a desperately needed patron. Yet a decade later, in one of his most important pieces of political writing, Bolívar again cited Haiti as a political model. In his address to the Constituent Congress of the new Republic of Bolivia (named, of course, after him), he insisted on the need for a president for life, who would be “like the Sun, immovable at the center of the universe, radiating life.” And then Bolívar offered a lengthy digression about Haiti, which had found itself “in a state of constant insurrection” until Pétion created his life presidency, with the power to choose his successor. “The people put their trust in him,” Bolívar claimed, “and the destinies of Haiti have not wavered since then.”8

Bolívar’s choice of words in his letter to Pétion was especially revealing. The “source of all legitimate power,” in his view, was not simply the consent of the citizens but something much stronger: their “acclamation,” grounded in love. Biographers routinely note that over the course of his revolutionary career, Bolívar moved from a classical republican belief in the supremacy of law to a far more authoritarian stance.9 But his authoritarianism did not just amount to an insistence that an unruly people obey their leader. It was grounded in the idea of an intense emotional bond between the leader and his country that in turn knit the country itself together—the sort of bond that Bolívar believed he had witnessed in Haiti and that could be traced back to the rule of Toussaint Louverture.

Although Bolívar’s experience in the postcolonial state of Haiti weighed heavily with him, he also had another model for this authoritarianism of love. Throughout his adult life, like so many other people in the Atlantic world in the nineteenth century, he nurtured an obsession with Napoleon Bonaparte, whom he had personally seen on at least one occasion, in Italy, during early travels in Europe.10 In 1828, he boasted to a French aide that he had also personally witnessed Bonaparte’s coronation as emperor in the Cathedral of Notre Dame in 1804.11 In typically contradictory fashion, he told others that he had spurned the event because of his disgust that a republican hero had placed a crown on his head.12 But regardless of what Bolívar actually did in 1804, the language he used twenty-four years later was revealing, and strikingly similar to what he had written to Pétion. He spoke of the “universal acclamation” for Bonaparte on the occasion of the coronation, of “the sentiments of love” that the French showed their leader, of the emotion aroused by glory and heroism. Bolívar called “that general effusion of every heart” nothing less than “the ultimate ambition of man.”13 It was a vision of personal power that came very close to the one propounded by Bonaparte himself, and one that was frequently attributed to Louverture, Washington, and Paoli as well. It placed the South American firmly in a direct line of succession to these charismatic predecessors.

Spanish-speaking America makes the logical last stop in this story of how modern political charisma arose in the age of revolution. By the time the revolutions in the Spanish empire began, around 1810, charismatic leadership had become a dominant feature of political life throughout the Atlantic world, thanks to the experiences of the United States, France, and Haiti. As Spanish-speaking Americans began their own revolutionary struggles, they creatively and loquaciously debated the earlier examples. Bolívar, the most important of their revolutionary leaders, was compared to both Washington and Bonaparte, and he had his own definite, if not always entirely consistent, views of both men. He had spent time in the United States, France, and Haiti, was a voracious reader, and reflected deeply on forms of government and the role of powerful executives.

Furthermore, in Spanish-speaking America the tensions between charismatic democratic leadership and charismatic authoritarianism remained far more acute, for far longer, than elsewhere in the Atlantic world. Bolívar himself held executive power in several different states, with formal titles that included president, president for life, and dictator, setting an example that would remain influential in Spanish America long after his death in 1830. Under what conditions does charismatic democratic leadership become dangerous and threaten democratic republics? In Spanish-speaking America, the question has perhaps been posed more frequently than anywhere else.

The revolutions in Spanish-speaking America produced many charismatic leaders, from the fiery radical Mexican priest Miguel Hidalgo, to the enigmatic Argentinean José de San Martín, to the “precursor” of Venezuelan independence Francisco de Miranda, who among his other exploits witnessed George Washington’s triumphal entry into Philadelphia in 1784 and served as a general in the French Revolutionary armies. But Bolívar was unquestionably the most important, the most fascinating, and the best documented, and his career puts the power and peril of charisma in sharp focus.



Bolívar’s achievements certainly compared with those of the other great charismatic leaders of the era. He led to independence what would eventually become six separate countries (Venezuela, Colombia, Panama, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia), covering a combined surface area more than four times that of the United States in 1776. Among his many spectacular military feats was a grueling crossing of the high passes in the Andes, in 1819, that outdid even Napoleon’s march over the Alps in 1800. Although born into the wealthiest stratum of the white Venezuelan elite, he forged a broad-based movement among poor, multiracial, and partially enslaved populations. By the 1820s, Bolívar’s fame in Europe and the United States trailed only that of Washington and Bonaparte, despite the distance and unfamiliarity of South America. Engraved portraits and accounts of his exploits found an apparently insatiable market, and Americans in particular often included him in their civic celebrations as a sort of honorary founding father. Five American towns were named for him, and the future Confederate general and Kentucky governor Simon Bolivar Buckner was just one of at least two hundred American babies to suffer the same fate in the 1820s and 1830s.14

At Bolívar’s birth, in 1783, this future would have looked fantastically unlikely (just as unlikely, it might be said, as Washington’s, Louverture’s, or Bonaparte’s would have looked at their births). Despite the example of the recently concluded American War of Independence, little revolutionary fervor had as yet developed in Spain’s enormous American empire, which in theory covered more than half the landmass of the western hemisphere, stretching from Cape Horn all the way to what is now the state of Montana.15 Eighteenth-century reforms in imperial governance introduced, somewhat erratically, by Spain’s Bourbon dynasty had disrupted older patterns of governance and shifted power from Creole (American-born white) elites to Spanish-born officials. This change provoked resentment among the Creoles, and in places it triggered bouts of violent protests. Large-scale revolt in Peru in the 1780s, especially among indigenous people and led in one case by the self-proclaimed descendant of the Incas Túpac Amaru, shook Spanish rule even more deeply but did not unite the province’s diverse populations into an independence movement.16

Nor was Venezuela the most obvious place in Spanish America for revolutionary fervor to evolve. Compared to the wealthy, cosmopolitan centers of Spanish civilization in the Americas, Mexico and Peru, it was something of a backwater. Five or six hundred white Creole slave-owning families, their wealth derived principally from cacao, coffee, and indigo, dominated a relatively stable colonial society whose population of eight hundred thousand included seventy thousand black slaves and four hundred thousand free people of mixed race known as pardos (unlike most of the South American states, Venezuela had few Native Americans). The leading families divided their time between vast plantations worked by slaves and Caracas mansions, bought imported consumer goods, and functioned very much as a local aristocracy. Otherwise, apart from a relatively small, mostly urban, middle class, the vast majority of Venezuelans were illiterate and poor. Catholicism was the sole permissible religion, and the church hierarchy feared and hated Enlightenment ideas. The colony had no printing presses, and royal censors and the Inquisition kept a close watch on imported books and periodicals.17 After the beginning of the French Revolution, the anxious authorities prohibited the entry of any books or objects that made reference to events in France, “including coins, fans, clocks, engravings, and paintings.”18

Yet even here it proved impossible to quarantine an entire society from revolutionary news. Some smugglers of prohibited materials—including texts published in North America in Spanish for the Latin American market—landed on remote, unguarded parts of the colony’s 1,700-mile-long coastline. Others hid rolled-up papers inside boxes of hats and clocks, or wrapped books in waterproof cloths and dropped them overboard in crates from their ships when they docked, retrieving them once the Inquisition’s inspectors had moved on. Young Creoles passed forbidden foreign books from hand to hand, translating French and English ones word for word with dictionaries if they did not speak the languages.19 Then in the 1790s, thanks to the events in Saint-Domingue, both radical revolution and the specter of slave revolt came within a few hundred miles. They helped inspire a slave insurrection in the town of Coro in 1795 and, two years later, a small, abortive revolutionary conspiracy based in the port of La Guaira. Its Creole leaders distributed copies of the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen and called for the abolition of slavery.20

The adolescent Simón Bolívar, unlike the adolescent Napoleon Bonaparte, did not have grandiose literary and political ambitions. Born into one of the oldest and wealthiest Creole families in Venezuela, orphaned at a young age, he grew into a moody and recalcitrant teenager but not a revolutionary one. He did not attend university, but when he was sixteen, his family sent him to Europe to complete his education. In Spain, he met and married a beautiful young noblewoman and brought her back to Caracas, but after less than a year she died of yellow fever. Heartbroken, he returned to Europe in 1804, and there his life took a decisive turn when he came under the influence of a former tutor who became his teacher and close companion, Simón Rodríguez. A fervent admirer of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Rodríguez had taken part in the 1797 conspiracy and subsequently fled Venezuela, calling himself Samuel Robinson, in honor of Robinson Crusoe (what better name for an alienated intellectual?). Under his tutelage, Bolívar, who would later salute him as “My master! My friend! My Robinson!,” read deeply in the classics and Enlightenment philosophy, becoming a particular admirer of Montesquieu and also a fervent republican committed to South American independence.21 In 1805, on the Monte Sacro in Rome, with Rodríguez at his side, he swore grandiloquently that he would not rest his body or soul “until I have broken the chains with which Spanish power oppresses us.”22

But South America was still not much closer to revolution. In 1806, Francisco de Miranda, the Venezuelan-born itinerant revolutionary, took a small expedition back home with the intention of launching a war of liberation. An eccentric, seductive character, Miranda had become a close friend of Alexander Hamilton during his travels in the United States and boasted of having shared the bed of Catherine the Great while visiting Russia. In France, during his stint as a revolutionary general, his ties to the Brissotin faction nearly led him to the guillotine. Eventually acquiring some backing from the British, who were at war with Spain, he landed near Coro in the summer of 1806, bringing along, in addition to weaponry, a printing press to issue propaganda, as well as linen handkerchiefs printed with various portraits, including his own and George Washington’s. But he failed to rally Venezuelan support, and the expedition quickly turned into a fiasco, from which he barely escaped. He ended up, like so many other failed freedom fighters of the era (including Paoli), in exile in London.23

The events that finally triggered Spanish America’s long revolutionary wars took place not in a Venezuelan equivalent of Lexington and Concord but at the heart of the empire.24 The person responsible was not a Spanish-speaking Jefferson or Adams but Napoleon Bonaparte. He counted Spain as an ally, but as he struggled without success to strangle Britain economically by closing off continental Europe to its trade, he found the Spanish increasingly unreliable. In the spring of 1808, after Spanish crown prince Ferdinand staged a coup against his ailing and erratic father, King Carlos IV, Bonaparte summoned both men to the French frontier town of Bayonne, forced both to abdicate, and took them prisoner. He then installed his own brother Joseph as king in Madrid, with the help of large French military contingents already deployed in the country. Much of Spain immediately burst into revolt and established “juntas” loyal to Ferdinand, setting off the long, brutal Peninsular War that ultimately helped destroy Bonaparte’s empire.

When news of these events reached Venezuela (in issues of The Times of London), the local elites, like their counterparts throughout Spain’s American empire, immediately and enthusiastically pledged their loyalty to Ferdinand, the captive, “longed-for king.” But they balked at giving Spanish juntas authority over the colony, arguing that they answered directly to the monarch. More than a year and a half of rising tensions and confused maneuvering followed, during which the loyalists fighting Bonaparte in Spain refused to give the Americans representation in their councils, and Bonaparte himself seemed to consolidate his control of the peninsula. Finally, in April 1810, popular demonstrations in Caracas led to the overthrow of the Spanish colonial administration and the creation of a Venezuelan Junta that professed its loyalty to Ferdinand alone.

Bolívar had only a small role in these events, because he favored complete independence, but he agreed to take part in a diplomatic mission to seek aid for the Venezuelan Junta from the British government. The discussions in London accomplished little, but they did give Bolívar the chance to meet the sixty-five-year-old Miranda, and when he returned to Caracas in December, he did so in the role of a political John the Baptist, proclaiming the advent of the savior. Miranda soon followed him, and the two quickly took on key roles in a new political club, the Patriotic Society, where they agitated for a full-scale declaration of independence. With the Spanish Juntas still opposing any concession of authority, their arguments carried the day, and on July 5, 1811, the First Venezuelan Republic was born. Bolívar, still shy of his twenty-eighth birthday but already noted for his commanding personality and apparently unlimited energy, already counted as one of its leading figures.

To say that Venezuela’s independence struggle did not go smoothly, however, would be a massive understatement.25 The disasters that beset the American revolutionaries in 1776 look minor by comparison. The Creole elites who created the First Republic, and wanted to maintain their social dominance, found it difficult to attract the support of poor whites and pardos, many of whom rallied to the Spanish side. Then, on March 26, 1812, came a hammer blow when a massive earthquake came close to leveling Caracas, killing thousands. A month later, the Republic invested Miranda with dictatorial powers, but he could not hold back the advancing Spanish. An overwhelmed Bolívar had to surrender control of a key fort. Finally, in July 1812, Miranda took it upon himself to negotiate a surrender. Bolívar, who wanted to continue the struggle, had him arrested. The man later called the “Precursor” of independence ended up in Spain as a prisoner and died there in 1816. Bolívar himself fled to the port town of Cartagena in neighboring New Granada (present-day Colombia).

With Miranda gone, Bolívar now came to the fore as the unquestioned leader of the Venezuelan struggle. In Cartagena, he issued a manifesto, written in stern, classical republican language, blaming the failure of the First Republic on its weak federalist constitution, designed, in his words, by “certain worthy visionaries who, imagining ethereal republics [repúblicas aéreas] for themselves, and presupposing the perfection of the human race, tried to achieve political perfection.” In place of “exaggerated maxims of the rights of man,” he insisted, in language reminiscent of Robespierre’s justifications for the Reign of Terror, that Venezuela needed centralization and a firm hand: “The government … must appear terrifying and gird itself with a strength equal to the dangers, without regard for laws, or constitutions, until happiness and peace have been restored.”26

The level of bloodshed that followed matched anything previously seen in the age of revolution. Bolívar persuaded the leaders of Cartagena, then involved in its own, somewhat more successful fight for independence, to provide him with soldiers and equipment for a new campaign. By March 1813 he had reached the Venezuelan border, liberating territory from the Spanish as he went. In response to his advance, the Spanish started shooting prisoners and civilians. Bolívar retorted with a “Decree of War to the Death,” ordering his forces to kill as a traitor any Spaniard who did not actively side with them.27 He fought brilliantly, and increasing numbers of Venezuelans, compelled to choose a side, joined his army. Even as atrocities multiplied, Bolívar’s campaign succeeded, and in August 1813 he entered Caracas in triumph and declared the republic reestablished. Two months later, the city conferred on him the title “Liberator of Venezuela.”28

Still, the war continued, and it turned even bloodier. On the vast interior plains of the country—the llanos—an adventurer and convicted smuggler named José Tomás Boves raised a large irregular force to fight for Spain. He recruited primarily from among the pardos and blacks, promising plunder and revenge against the white Creoles who had exploited them, and freedom to slaves. Sadistic, brave, fiercely loved by his men, Boves was one of the first great South American caudillos, and like Bolívar he promised a war to the death. When Boves’s deputy Francisco Rosete took the town of Ocumare in February 1814, his troops cut down civilians indiscriminately, “slicing off noses, ears, breasts and sexual organs, leaving the town littered with body parts as a deterrent to rebels.”29 The same month, Bolívar himself ordered the cold-blooded execution of eight hundred Spanish prisoners after the Spanish commander in chief refused his demands.30 All in all, the body count may have risen to as high as eighty thousand republican victims and a smaller number on the Spanish side.31

Boves’s ruthlessness, combined with his undeniable military talent and his appeal to the blacks and pardos, had an effect. The Republic’s Assembly formally granted Bolívar dictatorial powers, as its predecessor had done with Miranda, but Boves won a decisive action in June 1814, and amid further massacres, Bolívar and the republican government fled Caracas. Boves himself died in battle in December, but his victories allowed the royalists again to take complete control of Venezuela. Bolívar himself sailed back to Cartagena in September 1814 after issuing another manifesto in which he took responsibility for defeat while insisting he could have done no better. “Man is the feeble plaything of fortune,” he wrote.32 From Cartagena, he made another attempt to invade Venezuela. When it, too, quickly failed, he fled the South American continent altogether, arriving in Jamaica in May 1815. At the end of the year he would sail on to Haiti.



An epic series of disasters had destroyed two Venezuelan republics within barely three years, and Bolívar could hardly escape a large share of the blame. Nor was it at all obvious, as he solicited support in Jamaica and Haiti, that he would remain at the head of his country’s independence struggle. In Venezuela itself, away from the coast and the major cities, that struggle continued, led by rough-hewn soldiers—the caudillos—who maintained their hold over their multiracial troops through force of personality and sheer physical strength and skill. They were genuine “men on horseback” who needed to use “the lance with both hands, to fight on wild horses and to break them in during actual battle, to swim and to fight while swimming in swollen rivers, to lasso and kill wild beasts simply to get food.”33 They engaged in frequent duels and epic drinking contests. José Antonio Páez typified them: a poor, illiterate llanero (cowboy) subject to epileptic fits, he did not even know how to use a knife and fork, but he possessed enormous physical strength and managed to shape hundreds of other llaneros into an effective guerrilla band. He had charismatic authority of a classically premodern sort.34 Could Bolívar control such unruly subordinates? He necessarily functioned as something of a caudillo himself during the campaigns of 1811–15, gaining respect by spending whole days in the saddle without tiring. In the Spanish-American armies, commanders won support soldier by soldier, in campaigns fought on a very small scale compared to the titanic conflicts taking place at the same moment on the other side of the Atlantic. Even one of the largest battles—Araure, on December 5, 1813—had only about 6,500 total combatants. Two months earlier, in the Battle of Leipzig, between Napoleon and a large allied coalition, more than 500,000 had taken part.35

But Bolívar was not just a caudillo, and by 1815 he had developed his own powerful form of charisma, which came much closer to Washington’s, Bonaparte’s, or Louverture’s than to Páez’s. He could do so in large part because political culture in South America had evolved with startling speed since the start of the century. It was no accident that Miranda had brought a printing press with him during his 1806 expedition. In his London exile, the “Precursor” published a Spanish-language newspaper called El Colombiano, which supporters smuggled back across the Atlantic. In 1808, Caracas finally acquired its own printing press and a biweekly newspaper. Overall, in the years immediately after independence, the typical Spanish-American periodical had ten times more subscriptions than in the late colonial period, came out six times as frequently, and cost half as much.36 Cafés, reading circles, libraries, and other venues for reading and political debate multiplied, with the Patriotic Society playing a particularly important role.37 The Gaceta de Caracas, speaking for the Creole elite, positioned itself as the voice of a rational, educated public opinion that could restrain what it called “the maneuvers of the ignorant, passionate and licentious mob.”38 But the expansion of the public sphere meant that printed works could now reach significantly beyond the wealthiest five or six hundred Venezuelan families and could help construct a broad-based independence movement.

From the earliest days of the independence struggle, Simón Bolívar understood the power of the press. He himself published articles in the Gaceta de Caracas and sent false reports of victories for publication in newspapers in London to counter royalist sympathies there.39 The Gaceta de Caracas and other papers printed his speeches and proclamations to his soldiers.40 And he devoted particular care to the grandiose “Manifestos” in which he defended his record, diagnosed the political situation, and laid out a program for his movement. Several of them quickly appeared in pamphlet form.

Meanwhile, much as literate Americans had seized on Washington as a focus of their hopes and dreams even after his worst defeats, elite Creoles began to treat Bolívar as an idol of sorts as early as 1813. When he entered the city at the end of his so-called Admirable Campaign on August 6, the municipality helped arrange a Roman-style triumph reminiscent of Washington’s entries into Trenton and Philadelphia in 1789. Printers published books of songs to be sung on the occasion in honor of the Hero Liberator (one set of lyrics compared him to the Athenian Miltiades, hero of Marathon, giving a strong hint as to the social class of the intended singers).41 Some thirty thousand people thronged the streets to see him. Young women dressed in white, holding flowers, grasped the bridle of Bolívar’s horse as he dismounted, and then they crowned him with laurel wreaths. He made his way to the center of the town on foot, walking under ceremonial arches through streets strewn with flowers, accompanied by the ringing of church bells, salvos of artillery, and shouts of “Long Live the Liberator!”42 The Gaceta described the festivities at length and offered its own extravagant praise for Bolívar as the “guardian angel who freed the people of Caracas, broke their chains, and returned to them their honor and glory.”43 Significantly, it devoted just as much coverage to the emotions shown by the crowd toward Bolívar as it did to Bolívar himself:


At the news of the arrival of the Hero Liberator, the city of Caracas sprang into motion, and individuals of every age and sex flew to meet the Father of their Country. What a grand spectacle! Thirty thousand souls ran to express their gratitude towards the Conqueror. All broke out in acclamations. All voices spoke in concert: Long live General Bolívar, Long live the Liberator!… All is jubilation, all is enthusiasm. Bolívar’s entry is a day of joy that every citizen feels happily obligated to celebrate.44



It was a classic depiction of charismatic authority as grounded in the emotional bond between the founding “father” and the people he had saved and unified. It was precisely the language of “acclamation” that Bolívar would evoke three years later in his letter to Alexandre Pétion, when his triumph had turned to dust and blown away in the Caribbean wind.



During the year and a half Bolívar spent crisscrossing the Caribbean after the fall of Venezuela’s Second Republic (from May 1815 to the end of 1816), the outlook for the independence struggle only seemed to turn more dire. In Europe, as Bonaparte’s empire crumbled, Ferdinand VII returned to rule in Madrid. But the king was not in a forgiving mood. He abrogated the liberal constitution that the parliament in Cádiz had drafted in 1812 and that had granted full citizenship to whites and native peoples in the Americas although still maintaining an unequal relationship between the metropole and the colonies. He also sent one of the largest military expeditions in Spanish history across the Atlantic to crush the insurgents. It besieged Cartagena and starved it into submission, with a third of the population dying in the process. After the Spanish captured the New Granadan capital of Santa Fe de Bogotá (present-day Bogotá), they displayed the heads of defenders on stakes and in cages.45

When Bolívar returned from Haiti for the second time at the end of 1816, his prospects seemed especially faint. Not only did he lack the strength to challenge the Spanish, who occupied most of the country, including Caracas; he could not even control his allies among the fractious caudillos. But he did have the arms provided by Pétion, and over the next few months he began to reestablish his leading position. He moved his forces deep into the remote, impenetrable swamps of the Orinoco River delta, safe from Spanish attack. In keeping with his pledge to Pétion, he promised freedom to black slaves who would fight for him and reached out as well to pardos who had previously flocked to Boves. And he started to organize a ramshackle collection of colonial militias and caudillo-led war bands into a professional army. Despite the classical republican prejudices against such forces, Bolívar recognized, as had George Washington before him, that he could not achieve victory against a powerful European professional military without a professional military of his own. He forged a close alliance with the most prominent caudillo who was willing to accept his authority—José Antonio Páez—and moved ruthlessly against the most vulnerable caudillo who was not, a pardo named Manuel Piar. In early autumn 1817 he had Piar arrested, court-martialed, and shot by firing squad. With the Gaceta de Caracas in enemy hands, he also established a new newspaper of his own: El correo del Orinoco.

The year 1817 marked the beginning of the most extraordinary period in Bolívar’s extraordinary life. In July he captured the city of Angostura, on the Orinoco (today it is called Ciudad Bolívar). The military situation remained difficult, with the fledgling Venezuelan army unable to liberate other major towns. But Bolívar now stood as the undisputed “Supreme Leader” (Jefe Supremo) of the independence struggle. The Spanish commander even claimed, in a report to Madrid, that Bolívar was planning on proclaiming himself King Simón I.46 This was false, but Bolívar did feel confident enough to call for elections for a new Congress, and at the start of 1819 it assembled in Angostura, effectively marking the foundation of a new, Third Republic. On February 8, it named Bolívar president with almost unlimited emergency powers.

In an address to the Congress a week later, building on ideas first developed during his exile in Jamaica, Bolívar laid out a major new political vision for the country.47 He began with a distinctly Washingtonian note of republican renunciation, insisting that he wanted no title or position other than “good citizen.” He praised Venezuelans for having struggled to build a “democratic republic” that respected the “rights of man” and civil equality and that had removed the country from under “the black veil” of slavery.48 But he also insisted that Venezuela needed a system built around a charismatic leader. The best solution would not be “pure democracy” but a mixed, moderate regime that, in keeping with Montesquieu’s teachings, would suit the character of the people. That character was both passive, thanks to the long centuries of Spanish despotism, and also fragile, because of the country’s volatile racial mixture (“our people is neither European, nor North American, and more a blend of Africa and America than an emanation of Europe”). South Americans, in his view, did not, unlike North Americans, yet have the virtues necessary for republican self-government. Bolívar insisted that teaching them such virtues would require “infinite tact” and, still more, “an infinitely firm hand.”49 He therefore rejected the idea of adapting to Venezuela the federal constitution of the United States with what he perceived as its relatively weak central power. Venezuela did need a constitution of some sort, to provide a stable framework in which a republican society could mature. But because of its historical circumstances, it needed something resembling the British constitution, with a hereditary senate for stability and, above all, a powerful chief executive. Significantly, Bolívar declared that the only passions a republican needed to feel were “love of the fatherland, love of the laws, and love of the leaders.”50 A classical republican like the young John Adams would not have included “the leaders” in this phrase. Bolívar also advocated the creation of a “moral power,” on the model of the ancient Roman office of censor, to police and reform private behavior. In doing so, he counted on the support of the Catholic Church—an institution he took pains to cultivate throughout his years in power, despite his own lax religious beliefs, and which supported him in turn.51

Yet none of these elaborate plans would matter if Bolívar could not break the military stalemate. In the spring of 1819, he decided upon a high-risk gamble. New Granada was far more weakly defended by the Spanish than Caracas and the Venezuela coastlands. If he could strike there and take Santa Fe de Bogotá, he could deal the Spanish a major blow and acquire a powerful base. But getting there, via the only open route—the high passes through the Andes mountains—would be nearly impossible. Nonetheless, in late May he set out with an army of 2,100, including several hundred foreign mercenaries, mostly British veterans of the Napoleonic Wars (overall, at least 5,300 British and Irish volunteers fought in the South American independence struggles).52 The army forded wide rivers and crossed the savannas of central New Granada in the monsoon season. It then climbed through narrow, treacherous passes, still under ceaseless driving rain, high into the Andes, crossing over the Páramo de Pisba pass at the dizzying height of thirteen thousand feet, with temperatures near freezing. Boots wore through, and clothing turned to rags held together by string. A quarter of the British troops died of disease, exhaustion, or accident.

But two thousand survivors made it through, regrouped, and reequipped themselves. And then, on August 7, they defeated a larger Spanish force at Boyacá, seventy miles from the New Granadan capital. Three days later, disheartened Spanish officials having fled, Bolívar and his army entered the city in triumph. A British veteran recalled a series of celebratory balls, at which every toast honored the Liberator. “In the plenitude of enthusiasm, up sprung three or four Venezuelan patriots, and seizing Bolívar, they bore him on a seat of entwining hands around the board, amidst vociferous vivas.”53 Bolívar himself staged a victory procession, reenacting the 1813 liberation of Caracas by having twenty girls dressed in white crown him with laurel wreaths.54

But these were not laurels Bolívar was prepared to rest on. In fact, following the victory, his ambitions soared far higher. Although he still did not control the major cities of Venezuela, he now proposed uniting the country with New Granada and what would become Ecuador into a single great republic, to be called Colombia (historians now refer to it as Gran Colombia, to distinguish it from the later, smaller state of that name; see figure 19). Roughly the size of the United States at independence, it would cover nearly all the northern part of the continent, with the possibility of extending even farther. In December 1819, Bolívar returned to Angostura, where the Congress duly proclaimed the new state. The next month, he received help from an unexpected quarter when a liberal revolution broke out in Spain, forcing King Ferdinand to restore the liberal constitution of 1812 and weakening his ability to resupply Spanish forces in the Americas. On June 24, 1821, Bolívar’s men won the Battle of Carabobo, one of the bloodiest of the war, thanks in large part to the heroism of José Antonio Páez, whom Bolívar promoted to general-in-chief on the spot. Five days later, Bolívar finally marched into Caracas. In September, the Congress elected him president of Gran Colombia under a new constitution, which, tailored to his wishes, established a powerful central government dominated by the chief executive. Bolívar accepted his election, while also warning the Congress, in Washingtonian style, against giving him excessive power. “A man like me,” he told them, meaning a successful and charismatic military leader, “is a dangerous citizen in a popular government.”55

More still was to come. Bolívar now determined to march south and complete the new state by liberating all of what would become Ecuador, and doing so before his Argentinean counterpart, José de San Martín, could snatch the prize away. In early 1822 his armies marched south, paying for supplies with a paper scrip bearing an image of the leader swathed in laurel leaves. While troops under his direct command met fierce Spanish resistance, his young protégé, the brilliant, talented, and vain Antonio José de Sucre, won a decisive victory at Pichincha on May 24. Three weeks later, Bolívar entered the city of Quito, re-creating the familiar entry ceremony by having himself greeted by women in white carrying laurel wreaths. In Quito, Bolívar also met the brilliant, beautiful and strong-willed Manuela Sáenz, who would become his companion and supporter (but not his wife, although he had now spent twenty years as a widower). He was now what one of his generals called the hijo predilecto de la Gloria—the favorite son of glory.56



The events of 1817 to 1822 had changed the history of the Americas and utterly transformed Bolívar’s reputation. At the start of the period, he had been one independent chieftain among many, failing to make headway in his campaign and struggling to hold together a fractious group of caudillos. By the end, he had become the most successful leader the western hemisphere had seen since Washington, a commander whose exploits and conquests rivaled those of Bonaparte. In the process, he attracted intensive, obsessive attention, not only in South America but throughout the Atlantic world. He was celebrated and adulated, denounced and reviled, and everywhere commentators compared him to the other great charismatic leaders of the era. This attention had an impact on politics in Gran Colombia and, increasingly, on Bolívar himself.

In Gran Colombia, and throughout Spanish-speaking South America, the idolization of Bolívar followed very closely the pattern we have seen with his charismatic predecessors elsewhere. Adulatory short biographies began to materialize, along with breathless accounts of the Boyacá campaign.57 Poetry and songs appeared in profusion, with unimaginative lines such as “Gloria! Gloria! Bolívar. / Gloria, Libertador.”58 Bolívar was everywhere hailed as a genius and the father of his country. The Ecuadorean writer (and future president) Vicente Rocafuerte praised him as “the hero of America, the Washington of the South, the sublime Bolívar … the immortal Bolívar.”59 At the same time, Spanish and loyalist American poets were denouncing him, with one Colombian priest damning him as a “cruel Nero” and Herod.60

Changes in civic celebrations underlined Bolívar’s new, more exalted status. After the liberation of Caracas in 1821, the city chose, as the day for major festivities, October 28—Bolívar’s saint’s day (which traditional Catholic societies celebrated in preference to birthdays). In addition to the usual artillery salvos, church bells, triumphal arches, and nocturnal illuminations, there was displayed a giant painted allegory showing Minerva and Hercules placing a bust of Bolívar on a pedestal in the presence of a representation of Colombia, shown holding her broken chains.61 A year later, on the same occasion, the American traveler (and future Treasury Secretary) William Duane observed the proceedings. “The streets of Caracas are usually very still, and seldom crowded,” he wrote. “On this day they appeared like ant-hills with their inhabitants in motion.”62 After a high mass, a band and choir performed in front of the cathedral, with songs written for the occasion. “Whenever the name of Bolivar occurred,” Duane continued, “and it was the whole theme, the air resounded with acclamations, not only from the soldiery, but from the vast concourse assembled.” Duane also recounted that at a dinner party in the city, he complimented the wealthy host on the splendor of his home and told him he need not envy anyone on earth. The man replied, “Yes, there is one man whom I envy, though I love,” and he pointed to the only picture in the room: Bolívar’s.63 These were the days, as Gabriel García Márquez wrote in a fine novel about Bolívar (The General in His Labyrinth), when “people would grasp his horse by the halter and stop him … simply to feel themselves close to the radiance of greatness.”64

As these anecdotes suggest, not only did at least some Venezuelans genuinely adulate Bolívar, but visual representations of the man had become common. In 1819, the pardo painter Pedro José Figueroa portrayed Bolívar in a striking primitivist manner, pairing him with a girl in an Indian headdress representing America, thereby casting the Liberator as the father of his country (figure 20). Figueroa presented the work to Bolívar himself during the festivities after Bogotá’s liberation.65 Many other painters rushed to do more conventional portraits, and by 1822 several dozen engravings had appeared as well, mostly produced in Europe but often meant for the South American market. At some point there also appeared the remarkable engraving showing black or pardo parents displaying a portrait of an unusually dark-skinned Bolívar to their children, with the caption “Here is your liberator” (figure 5). It suggests how widely such engraved portraits may have circulated in South America and how printed works helped extend the cult of Bolívar beyond the Creole elite.

Bolívar’s legend now also took hold in Europe and North America. Newspapers there reported regularly on him and published short accounts of his life.66 Travelers to South America, and veterans of Bolívar’s British legion, rushed into print with vividly written accounts of the war that nearly always, in the style of Boswell, included detailed physical descriptions of Bolívar and highlighted personal traits such as his incessant womanizing and his absolute detestation of tobacco smoke.67 It was now that Bolívar’s name and image began to appear in patriotic festivities in the United States, with the Liberator cast as a new George Washington spreading a gospel of freedom from the northern to the southern hemisphere. Not all the coverage was adulatory. George Chesterton, a British soldier who grew disillusioned with Bolívar, left an especially acid portrait: “He is short and meagre: his hair is now grey, and his mustachios quite white. His eyes are large and very light, and the general effect of his countenance is in the highest degree unprepossessing. His voice is harsh and disagreeable, and his manners are cold and forbidding in the extreme.”68 Edward Everett, the American writer and statesman now best remembered for sharing the podium with Abraham Lincoln at Gettysburg (and orating for more than two hours), composed a magazine essay that nastily dismissed South America as unworthy of sustained attention, thanks to its “odious confusions of Spanish bigotry and indolence, with savage barbarism and African stupidity … Not all the treaties we could make,” Everett commented, “nor the commissioners we could send out, nor the money we could lend them, would transform their … Bolivars into Washingtons.”69

But the adulation dominated, and it certainly did not escape Bolívar’s own attention. George Chesterton caustically noted in 1820:


His manner evidently betrays the effect produced upon him by the extracts, carefully copied into the Orinoko Courier, from the English and French papers, in which the appellations of a “second Washington,” “hero,” and “liberator of his country,” are frequently found. These compliments seem to have been dwelt upon by him, till he fancied himself the first man of the age; at least, such was the impression made not only upon myself, but upon others of my countrymen.70



Other foreign observers also noted the expanding Bolivarian ego. A German veteran of Boyacá described his character as “cold, domineering and limitlessly proud. Those around him suffer from his … practically childlike vanity.”71 The brother of a British officer who helped lead the Colombian army called him “insatiably covetous of fame.”72 Well before his great victories, Bolívar had come, like Bonaparte and Louverture before him, to believe he had a unique, extraordinary destiny. In his speeches and manifestos he routinely described himself as the chosen instrument of Providence bringing freedom to South America.73 After arriving in Quito in 1822 he climbed the 20,564-foot-high Mount Chimborazo (then thought to be the tallest mountain in the world) and wrote an extraordinary sort of prose poem he called “My Delirium on Chimborazo,” in which he spoke of having “the God of Colombia take possession of me” and having encountered the spirit of Time itself, which accused him of vanity. He responded: “I have surpassed all men in good fortune, as I have risen above the heads of all. I dominate the earth.”74

At the same time, Bolívar’s sense of himself as a world-historical figure, and his experience of the long, hard labor of war, were leading him to reject even more of his optimistic early republicanism. In a letter to his soon-to-be vice-president Francisco de Paula Santander in June 1821, he poured scorn on liberals who imagined that the Colombian population consisted wholly of “coddled patricians” (lanudos) sitting around comfortable fireplaces. These liberals, he continued, had not taken into account the ungovernably wild variety of peoples in the country, including “savage hordes from Africa and America.” The true people of Colombia, he insisted, were to be found in the army: “This is the people that expresses its will, the people that labors and the people that can act. Everyone else merely vegetates, with more or less malignity, or with more or less patriotism, and in any case without any right to be anything but passive citizens.” He added, rather unnecessarily, “This is certainly not the politics of Rousseau.”75 Much like Bonaparte and Louverture before him, Bolívar was moving toward a fusion of military and political authority, in which the nation only found full expression in the army and its charismatic supreme commander, who alone had the ability to unite a fractious population.76 The next and final stage of his career would see him attempt to implement this vision. He would firmly reject Bonaparte’s monarchical strategy, however, and instead embrace a distinctly Latin American model that followed most directly from the Haitian example first developed by Toussaint Louverture.



In 1822, Bolívar was thirty-nine and had just eight more years to live. In those eight years, he would first soar even higher than before but then tumble into what South Americans often termed a political “labyrinth,” as his new state of Gran Colombia failed to consolidate and stabilize. In his last years he would grow ever more frustrated, ever more despairing of South Americans learning the art of self-government, and ever more drawn to the lure of authoritarianism.

The last of his great triumphs began in July 1822 with a meeting in Guayaquil, in what is now southern Ecuador, with his counterpart from the southern part of the continent, the cool, reserved Argentinean José de San Martín. The subject was Peru, which had declared its independence the year before, with Argentinean support, but had not managed to overcome powerful Spanish forces. San Martín took a quick dislike to Bolívar, finding him intolerably ambitious and vain. It did not help that Bolívar, at a dinner, offered a toast to “the two greatest men of South America—to General San Martín, and to me,” or that he gave San Martín a portrait of himself as a present.77 Still, San Martín had no choice but to ask Bolívar for help in Peru, and Bolívar readily assented. He arrived in the country by sea in September 1823 and received a delirious welcome. “BOLÍVAR is with us,” the Gaceta de Lima proclaimed, “and there is no reason to fear. He is worth more than an army … Let the world see that South America also has its Washington.”78 Local poets hailed the “immortal Bolívar” as a “sublime genius.”79

The welcome was extravagant, but Bolívar entirely fulfilled the Peruvians’ hopes. His campaign suffered early reverses, but he had no doubt about ultimate victory. In typically grandiose style, he wrote to Sucre: “I am driven by the demon of war and am embarked upon ending this struggle in one way or another. It seems as if the guiding spirit of America and the guiding spirit of my destiny have both intruded into my head.”80 In the second half of 1825 he and Sucre won the last great battles of the South American revolutions and secured Peru’s independence. During the campaign, the Peruvian Congress gave him the formal title of Dictator, which, in South America, still retained its original Roman associations of temporary, honorable emergency powers.81

After the victories, Bolívar embarked on a triumphal tour of Peru and received a torrent of adulation that out-drenched anything even he had previously experienced. The town of Arequipa served him dinner on plates of gold and presented him with precious jewels on silver platters during a banquet in his honor.82 In Cuzco, he received a gold key to the city, while a contributor to the local newspaper hailed him in the voice of an Inca: “From the tomb, O illustrious regenerator of my country, avenger of the blood of my children, I salute you … The Sun my father, the father of light, the god of the day, is shining, it appears, with more splendor than in the years of my glory, because it is pleased with your deeds.”83 A visiting British merchant later recalled:


Every where he was received with princely honors: at the entrance of each town, were erected arches to victory, and ladies of the first class, dressed in white for the occasion, strewed flowers before his charger’s path as he advanced … In Arequipa, and Puno, Oruro, La Paz, &c. improvisatore toasts in verse, as long as the ballad of “Chevy Chase,” were drunk with nine times nine of “hip-hip-hurras”—that shook the massive buildings of Peru something similar to its earthquakes.84



In a Washingtonian gesture, Bolívar ostentatiously declared that he would resign both from the Peruvian dictatorship and the Colombian presidency. In both countries, the legislative bodies refused to agree. In a distinctly un-Washingtonian gesture, Bolívar graciously deferred to their wishes.85

There was one nation left to liberate: what the Spanish had called Upper Peru, mountainous home to the fabulous silver mines of Potosí and an impoverished, largely Indian population. At the start of 1825, Sucre took his army there and fought a campaign culminating, on April 1, with one final victory. The Spanish-American wars of independence were now complete. In just a quarter century, Spain had lost all its vast mainland American empire to the new nations, although it still retained Caribbean island colonies—most importantly, Cuba. So great was Bolívar’s standing as liberator of the continent that Upper Peru’s leaders (who also had much to gain from flattering him) immediately changed the country’s name to Bolivar, soon modifying it to Bolivia. By this date, the United States had of course named its capital and many other places after George Washington. In the 1790s, a department in Saint-Domingue had taken the name of Toussaint Louverture. But neither of these men, or Bonaparte, had given their name to an entire country.

Not only was Bolívar the metaphorical father of this new country, he was also its lawgiver, and the constitution he personally designed for it clearly shows how his political thought had continued to evolve in an authoritarian direction. Although Bolivia would have a government divided into different branches, one branch would tower above the others: a powerful presidency whose occupant would serve for life, with the ability to choose his successor. Bolívar did not want the Bolivian presidency for himself—he saw his protégé Sucre in the role—but he hoped that the other new South American states would adopt the Bolivian constitution as the blueprint for their own governments. He took great pride in it, personally writing a circular explaining its benefits and having no fewer than five editions printed and distributed throughout the continent.86 Although Bolívar continued to profess, throughout his life, his admiration for Britain and its moderate, parliamentary system of government, the Bolivian constitution looked much more like Alexandre Pétion’s in Haiti, or like Bonaparte’s 1802 charter for a so-called life consulate.87 It also included his long-standing proposition for a branch of government responsible for upholding public morality.

With the liberation of Peru and Bolivia, Bolívar had reached the peak—the Chimborazo, so to speak—of his career. His friend José Joaquín Olmedo, at his request, composed an epic poem on his Peruvian triumphs to serve as a sort of South American Aeneid, celebrating the birth of a new nation. The poem hailed Bolívar as the continent’s Aeneas and also as a successor to the Incas.88 Yet even as it appeared, Bolívar’s charismatic authority already showed signs of fracturing. Even before leaving for Peru, he had been forced to suppress a small revolt in New Granada. After his victories in Peru, he dreamed of uniting all the new Spanish-American nations into a grand federation, and he invited them to a congress in Panama for this purpose. But many of them failed to attend, and the congress accomplished little. Worse, centrifugal forces were straining Gran Colombia itself. With the Spanish threat largely dissipated, the Creole elites of its component countries, historically distinct and distant from one another, now had little inclination toward unity. They also distrusted Bolívar, both for his heavy-handed style of rule and also for his promises to abolish slavery, as well as for his readiness to seek support among pardos and Indians. Ironically, the distrust had grown particularly great in Bolívar’s native Venezuela, where he had spent precious little time in the previous decade. He had little taste or talent for the daily grind of government, and the Venezuelans—their institutions and economy disrupted by a decade and a half of warfare—had reason to feel neglected.

Already in October 1825, in an anxious letter from Caracas, the former caudillo José Antonio Páez warned Bolivar of the growing unrest in Venezuela and urged him to follow the example of a charismatic European predecessor. “The situation in this country,” he wrote, proudly displaying the education he had acquired since his days as a llanero:


greatly resembles the way things stood in France when Napoleon was in Egypt, and was called upon by those leading men of the revolution, who were convinced that a government that had fallen into the hands of the lowest rabble was not one that could save that nation. You are now in a position to say what that famous man said at the time: the intriguers are going to ruin the country. Let us go and save it … General, this is not the land of Washington. Here people bow down to power out of terror and self-interest.89



A Venezuelan newspaper editor who brought the letter to Peru suggested that Bolívar should follow Bonaparte’s example and take a crown. Bolívar reacted with indignation. Writing to his vice president Santander, he called Páez and his allies demagogues and claimed that, according to them, “no one can be great except in the manner of Alexander, Caesar and Napoleon.” Again, he implicitly cast himself as more of a Washington, insisting on his own “detachment” and “moderation.” “My life will serve as the rule,” he continued, rather less modestly. “The people will adore me, and I will be the ark of their covenant.”90 To Páez himself, Bolívar responded sternly:


Colombia is not France and I am not Napoleon … Napoleon was great and unique, and besides, exceedingly ambitious. Here things are very different. I am not Napoleon and do not want to be. Neither do I want to imitate Caesar … Such examples seem to me unworthy of my glory. The title of liberator is superior to all those that human pride has received. Therefore it is impossible to demean it. Furthermore, our population is not, not, not at all French [nuestra populación no es de franceses en nada, nada, nada].



He added that if he tried to crown himself king, “equality would be broken and the people of color would see all their rights lost to a new aristocracy.”91 Gran Colombia needed a firm hand, but a Bolivian-style constitution would provide all the firmness necessary.

Despite the increasingly authoritarian tendencies on display in this constitution, Bolívar still had not fundamentally broken with the broadly democratic conception of charismatic power he had developed in his Haitian exile, ten years before. South American countries needed powerful, charismatic leaders whose rule rested not only on the consent and obedience of the governed but on their enthusiastic “acclamation,” as expressed in the sort of public festivities that had accompanied his triumphs throughout his career. Only such rulers could exert sufficient emotional gravitational attraction to keep their fractious, racially divided countries from spinning apart. But the leaders still needed to avoid the temptations of monarchy and despotism and to stand ready to surrender their power as soon as the public interest demanded such a renunciation.

Yet even as Bolívar’s letter slowly made its way back to Venezuela, Páez himself, tired of waiting for a Bolivarian Eighteenth Brumaire, was taking matters into his own hands and assuming leadership of a secessionist movement. Gran Colombia now seemed on the point of breaking up, and the news sent Bolívar into despair. In one of his more extraordinary pieces of writing—a long, anguished letter to Santander—he repeated three times, “all is lost.” And he continued:


The journalists proclaim that heroes should live under the law, and principles should be higher than men. That is ideology … Virgins and saints, angels and cherubim will be the citizens of this new paradise. Bravo! Bravissimo!… I am tired of wielding this abominable arbitrary power, but at the same time I am convinced, deep in my bones, that only a skillful despotism can rule America. We are very far from the beautiful days of Athens and Rome and should not compare ourselves to anything European. Our very being has the most impure origin possible … We are the abominable compound of those tiger-like hunters who came to America to shed blood and to crossbreed with their victims before sacrificing them, and then to mix the impure offspring of those liaisons with the offspring of slaves torn out of Africa. With such physical mixtures, with such moral elements, how can we place laws above heroes, and principles above men? All right, let these ideological gentlemen govern and fight and then we will see the fine ideal of Haiti, and new Robespierres will be the worthy stewards of this great liberty.92



Haiti now stood for political chaos, not orderly presidential government, in Bolívar’s mind, and the people of color to whom he had promised freedom and equality now seemed to him a curse and a burden. Indeed, in the letter he predicted that without his “skillful despotism,” Gran Colombia would fall victim to a Haitian-style race war in which not a single white would survive. Two months later, he frankly argued that “a dictatorship solves everything … with constitutional laws we can do nothing more in this business of Páez except to punish the rebellion. But authorized by the nation, I will be able to do anything.”93 Here, Bolívar seems to have given up on many of his earlier positions, including his constitutionalism and his belief that, despite the sorry state of South America, a firm hand could guide it toward enlightened republicanism. Previously he had only condemned “despotism.” Now he seemed to be commending it.



As the letters exchanged between Bolívar and Páez demonstrate, it had become impossible for anyone to discuss Bolívar’s leadership without invoking the shades of his most famous charismatic predecessors, George Washington and Napoleon Bonaparte. As Bolívar’s own charismatic reputation had grown, the comparisons became ubiquitous. Other figures were invoked as well, of course. A single writer, the Peruvian Manuel Lorenzo de Vidaurre, at various times compared Bolívar to William Tell, Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Charles V of Spain, Jesus Christ, and also (after undergoing a dramatic change of heart) Satan.94 But Washington and Bonaparte dominated.

In most cases, the discussions built upon the comparisons of Washington and Bonaparte to each other by Byron, Coleridge, and Chateaubriand.95 These authors had mostly established a simple, blunt dichotomy: Washington the self-sacrificing political angel versus Bonaparte the political Lucifer, tempted, corrupt, and fallen. As the Venezuelan writer Cristóbal Mendoza wrote to Bolívar in 1827, “Your enemies are always searching for your model in Bonaparte, and you have done seven times more than Washington.”96 Indeed, like Mendoza, Bolívar’s most ardent admirers felt the need to go beyond merely calling him the “Washington of the South” or the “image” or “follower” of Washington, to insist that he actually outshone the original. As one besotted English traveler argued, Bolívar had after all entirely lacked Washington’s advantages: “No France had tendered her armies and her wealth to aid him. No Franklins, and Henrys, and Jeffersons were at his right hand, nor the stern, uncompromising virtue of a New England race.”97 In contrast, an American diplomat reported contemptuously to President John Quincy Adams that “without a ray of true political knowledge or a hint of morality, [Bolívar] apes the style and claims the character of Washington.”98 The North American Review, like many other publications, claimed that the dictatorial Bolívar found his true model in Bonaparte.99 In 1827 the Cuban poet José María Heredia, after first praising “immortal Bolivar,” issued a dire warning: “Brilliant Lucifer, will you fall from the sky?… Thus the earth saw dispelled the glory of Napoleon.”100

Virtually the only North American or European to break out of this rigid and simplistic political grammar was Richard Bache, a grandson of Benjamin Franklin (and brother of George Washington’s critic Benjamin Franklin Bache) who traveled to South America in 1822–23 with his stepfather, William Duane. Bache noted that “it is customary to compare Bolivar with Washington,” and he argued that if the Venezuelan’s career continued as brilliantly as it had begun, history would justify the comparison. But he also insisted on the men’s different circumstances. Washington, he claimed, had operated in a society accustomed to self-government and so always deferred to public opinion or tried to persuade it by rational argument. Bolívar, by contrast, “controls and forces opinion.” While Washington had tried “to secure ascendancy over the understanding” (in other words, to place his hopes in reason), Bolívar aimed “to move the passions, to excite enthusiasm, and govern by the prestige of his name.”101 The passage well captures the form of charismatic authority Bolívar embraced and which Washington had resisted, even as it was thrust upon him.

Bolívar himself, driven by both his intense self-regard and his intense curiosity about the world beyond South America, took an obsessive interest in these comparisons. Given the general preference for Washington over Bonaparte—especially among Americans and Britons—in public he mostly tried to align himself with the North American. To a visiting American naval officer, he declared that “I would rather walk in the footsteps of Washington and die the death of Washington than to be the monarch of the whole earth.”102 He repeatedly declared that although he had initially admired Bonaparte, the Corsican lost his respect when he crowned himself emperor and became an “ambitious tyrant.”103 Still, by dating his disillusionment to the creation of the First Empire in 1804, Bolívar implicitly signaled his approval of Bonaparte’s highly authoritarian “Consulate” of the preceding five years. Bolívar also could not resist measuring his military reputation against Bonaparte’s. A French-born shoemaker chattered, as he helped Bolívar to try on boots, about his time in the French army, repeatedly exclaiming, “What a great general Napoleon was!” Finally, the Libertador gave the man a kick, exclaiming, “So what am I then?”104

But during the 1820s, Bonaparte’s reputation was itself undergoing a rapid metamorphosis. He died of stomach cancer, on the island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic, in 1821. Barely a year later, one of his aides, Emmanuel de Las Cases, published a long, digressive, first-person account of this exile, interspersed with transcriptions of Bonaparte’s rambling reminiscences, entitled The Memorial of Saint Helena. The book was disorganized and verbose, but the abundant personal details, and the pathos-filled contrast between Bonaparte’s memories of glory and the petty tribulations imposed on him by his British captors, made it utterly absorbing. It quickly became one of the great bestsellers of the century.105 It cast Bonaparte not as a tyrant but as a martyr whose career illustrated the potential of humanity and whose glorious regime shone in bright colors compared to the gray, depressed, and disillusioned society of the subsequent decade. Upon hearing of the book, Bolívar tried to obtain a copy, and in 1826 Las Cases himself sent him one.106 “To make known to Bolivar the features and intimate details of Napoleon,” the Frenchman wrote in an accompanying note, “does that not amount to bringing close and bringing together two great men?”107 Numerous accounts testify that Bolívar read the Memorial with passionate interest.108

In 1828, a Spanish-speaking French veteran of the Napoleonic Wars, Louis Perú de Lacroix, serving as an aide to Bolívar, spent three months living in close quarters with him. He took extensive notes and eventually wrote up a narrative of the period under the title Journal of Bucaramanga. The diaristic style, the attention to small physical details, and the inclusion of long, supposed transcriptions of Bolívar’s conversation, as well as Perú’s explicit references to the Memorial, make clear that he hoped to produce its Bolivarian equivalent, although his text did not actually appear in print until many years after his death.109 In prose that recalled Boswell as well as Las Cases, Perú praised Bolívar as “an extraordinary man, a great genius, an immense intelligence, a profound observer and thinker.” He recounted numerous instances of Bolívar’s courage and moral strength, including a moment when everyone except the Liberator rushed out of a church in the middle of Mass, fearing that an earthquake had started. Bolívar remained calm and composed. Perú also stressed the leader’s personal frugality and his remarkable horsemanship and stamina in the saddle. And he carefully noted that while Bolívar’s aides always wore impeccable uniforms, Bolívar himself wandered around Bucaramanga dressed in peasant style with a handkerchief around his neck, plain white shirt and trousers, and a straw hat.110

The Journal also left no doubt about which charismatic predecessor Bolívar saw as a model. It quotes him speaking frequently of Bonaparte, at one point even claiming that he deliberately concealed his true opinion of the man, “to avoid the opinion arising that I am imitating Napoleon … that I want to … dominate South America as he dominated Europe.” In fact, Bolívar insisted, “I am a great admirer of the French hero … The Memorial of Saint Helena, the campaigns of Napoleon, and everything of his have made most agreeable and profitable reading for me. This is where you should study the art of war, of politics, and of government.”111 It was to Perú that Bolívar claimed to have witnessed the emperor’s coronation and the “universal acclamation” that accompanied it.



But could Bolívar still attract this sort of “universal acclamation”? The years from 1827 to 1830 revealed, all too painfully, the limits of his charismatic authority. He could still command remarkable displays of public enthusiasm, and he could still sometimes overawe the Creole elites he had led to independence. But what his Irish-born aide Daniel O’Leary called the “magic of his prestige” was flickering unevenly and could not light a path for Gran Colombia out of civil strife. Worse, Bolívar himself was ill with tuberculosis and subject to spells of what one confidant called “ruinous apathy.”112 The last sketch drawn from life, by José María Espinosa in 1830, shows a man worn and aged far beyond his forty-seven years (figure 21).113 As García Márquez put it in his novel, “The glory had left his body.”114 In December 1826, a Venezuelan newspaper wrote: “Only Providence can lead us out of the inextricable labyrinth of ideas and passions into which certain ill-intentioned persons wished to place us so as to ruin us.” Bolívar liberated the continent from Spanish domination, it continued, but now we have “a much more powerful and dangerous enemy: ourselves.”115

The last great show of acclamation took place in the first days of 1827. To deal with Páez’s rebellion in Venezuela, Bolívar planned to depart from his base in Peru and return to the country by force. But, recognizing that his erstwhile protégé enjoyed widespread support, he agreed to negotiate. Páez ended up submitting to him, but in return for complete amnesty and a promise of constitutional reform. The two men then staged an elaborate, largely hypocritical reconciliation. “From the center of Peru,” Páez declared with monumental insincerity, “the Liberator has heard our cries, and has flown to our rescue … Let us prepare to receive him as the dry earth receives the dew … Venezuela now owes Bolivar an apotheosis.”116

The apotheosis duly took place on January 10, 1827, when Bolívar arrived back in his birthplace. He entered Caracas through a series of ornamental arches covered with ribbons and pennants bearing slogans of praise. As crowds cheered “the Genius of War and Peace,” a carriage took him to the cathedral, where he received laurel wreaths from two of his great-nieces.117 The British consul in Caracas wrote in his diary that


triumphal Arches … rose almost at every fifty yards, all entwined with laurels and palms … [There were] crowds of rejoicing people all wild in screaming Viva Bolívar! Viva Páez! Viva Colombia! firing pistols, guns, rockets, and showing various other demonstrations of joy and loyalty—or more properly, affection. The windows, balconies and temporary platforms were crowded by ladies dressed in their gayest and richest attire—showering flowers of all kinds upon him—and not a few libations of rose water was [sic] poured on both the heroes.118



There followed what amounted to a contest to praise Bolívar as extravagantly as possible, with the undoubted winner a learned doctor of the University of Caracas, José Hernández Sanavria. He praised Bolivar as a “sovereign deity! Divine emanation, which has descended to earth from heaven … You are the powerful magnet for the hearts which seek you out and gaze on you in a single simultaneous movement!”119 Another author called Bolívar, rather contradictorily, both “the most idolized son of the fatherland” and “father of the fatherland.”120 As in previous festivities, the emphasis fell heavily on demonstrating the unbreakable emotional bond between the charismatic leader and his people.

Yet for all the real emotion on display in the streets of Caracas, the centrifugal tendencies within the unwieldy amalgam of Gran Colombia did not diminish, and the state’s future remained very much in doubt. The reconciliation with Páez outraged the more legalistic Vice-President Santander, a native of New Granada who had effectively served as chief executive during Bolívar’s absence in Peru. There followed a break between Bolívar and Santander, who now turned secessionist in his turn. An exhausted Bolívar wrote to an English friend that “I am tired of public service” and compared himself to Sisyphus. “How can a single man build half a world?” he asked grandiosely.121 Finally, the Colombian congress summoned a Great Convention to revise the 1821 constitution. It met in April 1828 in the town of Ocaña in northern New Granada, not far from the Venezuelan border. Bolívar himself waited for it to conclude in Bucaramanga, a hundred miles to the south, and it was during this enforced idleness that Perú de Lacroix took the notes for his Journal.

Yet if Bolívar was idle, his supporters were not. Despite the continuing civil unrest and looming threats of violence, by this point, nearly twenty years after the beginning of the independence struggles, political life in the new nations revolved tightly around the printed word. During the first months of 1828, the Bolivarian party mounted an extraordinary propaganda effort to persuade their fellow citizens that only by granting Bolívar even greater power could they save Gran Colombia from collapse. Hundreds of municipalities, militia companies, and army regiments produced printed petitions demanding that he have the chance, in the words of the Civic Squadron of Caracas, to “save Colombia from anarchy, regenerate it and give it laws, customs, dignity, splendor, liberty, and new glories.”122 These texts spoke the classic language of charismatic idolization. They hailed Bolívar as the father of his country and added, “He is the man we most love.”123

In response, Bolívar’s opponents, led by Santander, responded in print in the language of classical republicanism deployed half a century before by John Adams when he warned against the “superstitious veneration” of Washington. “The nation is only subject, or if you wish, slave to the laws, not to men,” declared a pamphlet entitled Political Faith of a Colombian, and it added a warning from Cicero that obviously applied to Bolívar: “The more notable a man is for his greatness of spirit, the more ambitious is he to be … the sole ruler.”124 The author insisted that Cromwell, Robespierre, and Bonaparte had all proven that honorable, Roman-style dictatorship was not an institution compatible with “modern customs.” Of modern figures, only George Washington could possibly have served as dictator, because of the “unlimited confidence people held in his virtues.”125 Bolívar himself replied, in June, that “dictatorships are glorious when they close the abyss of revolutions,” although he added that people should not become overly accustomed to dictatorial authority.126 But he did not resort solely to arguments to prevail over his opponents. Pro-Bolívar soldiers burned issues of a pro-Santander newspaper called The Bullwhip (El zurriago), and when its editors published a new edition the next day under the title The Incombustible (El incombustible), they shut down its printing house.127

The debate in fact involved two starkly opposed political visions. Bolívar, as he had written many times before, did not trust South Americans to govern themselves and therefore advocated enlightened authoritarianism. His opponents, by contrast, did not trust any South American leader to govern in a genuinely enlightened manner and therefore advocated democratic republicanism. In the event, the Convention of Ocaña ended in deadlock, even as the danger rose of new revolts or of war with Spain or Peru. Finally, on August 28, 1828, Bolívar cut the Gordian knot and issued a so-called Organic Decree that accorded him sweeping dictatorial powers. He did not adopt “Dictator” as a formal title (as he had done in Peru) but now called himself “Liberator President.” Referring to the printed petitions, he argued that “the national will has pronounced itself unanimously” in favor of his action, but of course he had undertaken it entirely on his own authority.128 A new wave of repression followed, and it intensified after an assassination attempt on him—possibly instigated by Santander—took place on September 25. Fully thirty conspirators took part in the plot, with one group fighting their way into the Palace of San Carlos. Bolívar survived only because his companion, Manuela Saénz, persuaded him to escape out a window, and then misled the killers, who beat her badly. Bolívar himself hid for three hours under a bridge. In the aftermath, fourteen alleged plotters were executed. Santander was also sentenced to death, but the council of ministers commuted the sentence to exile.129

Like Bonaparte before him, the charismatic leader had finally broken decisively with the law, acting on the basis of his own personal authority. Unlike Bonaparte, however, he did not have the resources to hold his crumbling state together. He could count on the support of some Creole elites, especially in the army, the government administration, and the church, but despite his rhetoric of inclusion he offered the pardos and other peoples of color little of substance in return for their support. Although he remained loyal in theory to the principle of slave emancipation, he did little to make it a reality.130 And his health continued to decline. By the spring of 1829 he was discussing resignation with his ministers, some of whom argued that if he left office, the only possible successor would be a European prince, arriving with the title of king. Bolívar rejected the idea, but the discussions themselves helped prompt a new revolt by a general from New Granada.

The collapse of the union soon came to seem inevitable. “Venezuelans,” Páez insisted in a December 1 letter to Bolívar, “have a heartfelt hatred for the union with Bogotá.”131 One Venezuelan municipality after another issued declarations in favor of secession. Bolívar raged, like many an authoritarian since, about the false news he blamed for his plight. In response, he instructed a Colombian official to “publish articles in the Gazette and other papers with the object I indicate. They should be written with candor, but also with the fire of indignation.”132 But it was too late. To another correspondent he wrote dejectedly that “I long for the desperate moment when this shameful life may end.”133

The end came quickly, both for Gran Colombia and for Bolívar himself. In the early months of 1830, first Venezuela and then Ecuador formally seceded, bringing the federation to an end. The crowds that had once shouted their vivas for Bolívar now jeered him and called for his death. On April 27 he resigned the presidency and left Bogotá for Cartagena, where he had issued his first great manifesto and launched his first great military campaign eighteen years before. In the summer the news came that rebels had murdered his protégé Sucre, driving him further into the labyrinth of despair. In November he wrote to the new president of Ecuador, saying that in twenty years of rule he had learned several lessons: “1. America is ungovernable for us. 2. He who serves a revolution is plowing the sea. 3. The only thing one can do in America is emigrate. 4. This country will inevitably fall into the hands of the unchained masses, and then, almost imperceptibly, into those of petty tyrants of every race and color,” et cetera.134 On December 17, in a small town on the coast of the Caribbean Sea, racked by tuberculosis, he died. “How will I escape from this labyrinth?” he asked on his deathbed.135

In this last period of his life, Bolívar attracted as much curiosity and attention as ever across the world. More biographies appeared, as well as the first extensive histories of the South American revolutions, and the first massive collections of documents relative to the Liberator’s life (many more would follow, down to the digital collection of more than 13,000 documents prepared by order of President Hugo Chávez).136 Foreign travelers and soldiers like Perú de Lacroix continued to write accounts of their encounters with the great man, which fit perfectly into the adulatory, voyeuristic style of portraits of charismatic leaders pioneered by Boswell and continued most famously by Mason Locke Weems for George Washington and by Emmanuel de Las Cases for Napoleon Bonaparte.

True, the admiration Bolívar had elicited around the Atlantic world faded noticeably after his 1828 coup d’état. In Britain and the United States, much of the newspaper press that had hailed him as a liberator now denounced him, although one British Tory paper still called him “plainly not a hero, saint, or philosopher, but … a capital managing fellow.”137 In France, the great liberal thinker Benjamin Constant excoriated him as a dictatorial usurper like Bonaparte.138 Citizens of the United States were naming fewer babies after Bolívar and drinking fewer toasts to him, but not just because of events in South America. By the late 1820s, Americans—especially the southerners who controlled American foreign policy—were less likely to see other countries in the hemisphere as partners in a universal crusade for liberty and more as sites for the expansion of American territory, American influence, and slavery.139

Regardless, in 1830 it was easy to view Bolívar’s principal legacy as what one historian has called South America’s “predatory militarism,” in which charismatic caudillos competed for control of the new nations in an unending series of coups and civil wars.140 The pattern would certainly prevail for part of the continent’s subsequent history, especially in the countries Bolívar himself had governed.141 And it is tempting to depict Bolívar in his final days—despairing, impotent, lamenting lost glories, and unable to find his way out of the “labyrinth”—as a symbol of sorts for Latin American politics as a whole. Gabriel García Márquez succumbed a little too easily to this temptation in The General in His Labyrinth, which is one reason why this novel, for all its beauty, does not live up to its author’s greatest works.

But then, none of the charismatic leaders of the age of revolution had gloriously charismatic deaths. George Washington at least left this world at the height of his charismatic reputation, passing away in an odor of patriotic sanctity at Mount Vernon as an entire nation—or at least that part of it not in bondage—prepared to mourn. Bolívar, coughing out his lungs on the Caribbean coast, died in a lonely manner more similar to Bonaparte in his windswept tropical exile on Saint Helena, or Louverture in his miserable mountain prison in eastern France. Yet as Bolívar himself knew, from reading The Memorial of Saint Helena, pathos, sacrifice, and martyrdom had their own charismatic sheen. However low and defeated he felt in his last days, his legend, like those of the others, would survive his tribulations. In fact, in much of South America, the legend of the “divine Bolívar” would eventually grow to mammoth proportions. In Venezuela itself, President Hugo Chávez would turn it into the gospel of a quasi-religious cult, to the point of renaming the country the “Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela” upon seizing power in 1999.142






 



EPILOGUE

CHARISMA AND DEMOCRACY


The History of the world is but the Biography of great men.

—Thomas Carlyle, 1841

History is not the biography of great men … The great men of the earth are but the marking stones on the road of humanity; they are the priests of its religion … There is yet something greater, more divinely mysterious, than all the great men—and that is the earth which bears them, the human race which includes them, the thought of God which stirs within them, and which the whole human race collectively can alone accomplish.

—Giuseppe Mazzini, 1843

In 1840 and 1842, two strikingly similar ceremonies took place some 4,500 miles apart. On December 15, 1840, a solemn procession wound its way through the streets of Paris from a river dock in the suburb of Courbevoie to the church of the Invalides on the Left Bank, carrying Napoleon Bonaparte to his final resting place. The coffin rode in a gigantic wagon, thirty feet long and thirty feet tall, decorated with fourteen plaster figures commemorating the emperor’s victories. Two months before, a delegation from the French government had presided over his exhumation in Saint Helena, noting the astonishingly well-preserved condition of the cadaver. Between seven hundred thousand and one million people lined the Parisian streets as he passed, including thousands of veterans of his Grande Armée, some dressed in their old uniforms for the occasion, many of them convulsed in tears. On its way, the wagon passed through the Arc de Triomphe, which Bonaparte had commissioned and which was topped for the occasion with a statue of the man, dressed in his coronation robes, staring out at the city below. Over the next two weeks, as he lay in state in the Invalides, more than a million people would file past to pay their respects. He remains in the church to this day, inside a massive sarcophagus of porphyry upon which visitors can stare down from a circular balustrade.1

Two years and two days after the ceremony in Paris, Simón Bolívar’s body came home to Caracas from the Colombian coastal town of Santa Marta, where he had died exactly twelve years earlier. The Venezuelan government followed the French example very closely. It sent an official delegation to preside over Bolívar’s exhumation and to report on the condition of the corpse (“the skull was partly exposed to view,” a British newspaper reported ghoulishly, “as were also some of the ribs, which had fallen in”).2 The government even commissioned a small Arc de Triomphe of its own from Parisian artisans, shipped in pieces across the Atlantic and reassembled on the other side, for Bolívar to pass under in Caracas. He, too, rode through city streets in a massive wagon (emblazoned with a great letter B), past silent crowds that included many of his former soldiers. His journey ended at the Cathedral of San Francisco, where solemn funeral services took place. He would remain there for thirty-four years, before moving on to Venezuela’s National Pantheon, where he has lain ever since (except for a brief moment in 2010 when President Chávez had the body exhumed in a futile attempt to prove that the Liberator’s enemies had assassinated him). A painting on the ceiling shows Bolívar ascending to heaven, recalling the painting of George Washington’s heavenly apotheosis in the dome of the United States Capitol.3

Both these ceremonies were the product, in part, of pragmatic political calculation. In both countries, the regime dated only from 1830, when Venezuela declared independence from Gran Colombia and when the so-called July Revolution in France replaced the conservative Bourbon Restoration monarchy with the moderate King Louis-Philippe. In both countries, these new regimes remained fragile: multiple revolts plagued the Venezuelan government of the legendary caudillo José Antonio Páez between 1830 and 1835, while major urban uprisings took place in France in 1832 (Victor Hugo’s Les misérables immortalized the one in Paris). In both countries, opponents of the regime had seized on the legendary leaders as useful symbols, and the ceremonies were designed in large part to co-opt those symbols for the government. In both cases, however, the political benefits proved fleeting. In February 1848 yet another French Revolution overthrew Louis-Philippe and brought into being the short-lived Second Republic. The same year, Páez began a revolt against his successor, which failed and led to his lengthy exile (he died in New York City in 1873). The ceremonies ended up doing more for Bonaparte and Bolívar themselves than for their successors.

In the United States and Haiti, no such ceremonies ever took place. George Washington, in accordance with his wishes, has never left his burial place at Mount Vernon. Toussaint Louverture’s French jailers interred him where he died, at the Fort de Joux in the Jura Mountains, and renovation work there destroyed his grave in 1879. Only in 1982 did the Haitian government stage a symbolic “return of the remains,” bringing back a shovelful of earth from the fort’s grounds for burial in Haiti.4

Even so, the 1840s marked important steps in the posthumous careers of both Washington and Louverture as well. After Washington’s death, the United States Congress had initially balked at commissioning a memorial to him in the capital that bore his name, with Democratic-Republican opponents of his Federalist party claiming that it would smack too much of monarchy. But on July 4, 1848, a private society laid the cornerstone of the Washington Monument, whose height of more than 550 feet would make it the tallest man-made structure in the world (it took until 1884 to complete, however, and lost the height record to the Eiffel Tower after just five years).5 In Haiti, in 1847, the historian Thomas Madiou published his monumental, pioneering history of his country, with abundant attention given to Toussaint Louverture. Despite belonging to the mixed-race community whose leaders had struggled against Louverture, Madiou presented a generally admiring picture of the man. He claimed that a meeting with Louverture’s son Isaac first inspired him to undertake the project, and the work included vivid accounts of the revolution based on oral testimony from Louverture’s followers.6

Despite this convergence, the posthumous reputations of the four men had not always evolved in the same ways in the decades after their disappearances from the political scene. While Bolívar’s cult prospered in Venezuela itself after 1840 (notably with the renaming of Angostura as Ciudad Bolívar in 1846), it never again acquired the broader international resonance it had enjoyed in the 1820s, thanks to the dissolution of Gran Colombia, the political turmoil of its successor states, and South America’s own diminished place in geopolitical affairs. The 1842 ceremonies in Caracas received only a tiny fraction of the voluminous coverage that Napoleon’s return to Paris did in newspapers across the Western world.7 As for Toussaint Louverture, his refusal to break openly with France, and his conflicts with the largely mixed-race groups whose political descendants dominated the country in the nineteenth century, left many Haitians, especially in the governing elite, unwilling to celebrate him as a founding father. International attention to him, meanwhile, declined dramatically as the Atlantic powers effectively quarantined the black state. His international renown remained strongest, as during his lifetime, among abolitionists, and especially among African-Americans. Frederick Douglass revered him as the greatest of all emancipators. A Union chaplain during the American Civil War claimed that among southern slaves, “the name of Toussaint Louverture has been passed from mouth to mouth until it has become a secret household word.”8

In contrast with these two figures from the global South, George Washington, as we have seen, remained a key symbol of political virtue and republican heroism across the Western world. And despite the criticism from Democratic-Republicans, white Americans mostly continued to revere him. Already in the year after his death, during a presidential election whose vicious partisanship led some observers to fear imminent civil war, Mason Locke Weems’s biography encouraged Americans to seize on Washington as a symbol of national unity rather than of the Federalist party.9 By 1812, John Adams was again lamenting “the idolatrous worship paid to the name of George Washington … manifested in the impious applications of names and epithets to him which are ascribed in scripture only to God and to Jesus Christ.”10 Twenty years after that, the French jurist Gustave de Beaumont, who toured America in the company of Alexis de Tocqueville, remarked that he saw monuments to no one other than Washington in the country, “because Washington, in America, is not a man but a God.”11 All this reverence, however, had the effect of turning Washington, already famous for his reserve and self-control, into something of an alabaster saint, curbing the intense, sexually tinged emotions that had inflected responses to him during his lifetime. Although applauded for his impeccable respect for constitutional norms, despite the treatment of him by Weems he did not serve as a democratic symbol in the sense of someone ordinary people could easily identify with. Only in the second half of the nineteenth century did Americans generally start to see Washington less as a god and more as a heroic but fundamentally ordinary man who exemplified the democratic qualities Americans wanted to see in themselves.12

Throughout the Western world, it was Bonaparte, far more even than Washington, who remained the single greatest model of charismatic heroism between his fall in 1815 and the 1840s. Unlike Washington, he continued to elicit intense emotional reactions. The spectacle of the glorious emperor in miserable exile—presented so powerfully by Las Cases in The Memorial of Saint Helena—generated enormous pathos. Both in France and elsewhere, Bonaparte also served as more of a democratic symbol than might have been predicted from his actual record, thanks largely to the fact that during his brief return to power in 1815 he tried to rally support by recasting himself as the true heir to the French Revolution.13 Although widely reviled as well as widely admired, his name drew attention like no other. The Harvard University library system contains more than 2,500 books and articles devoted to Bonaparte in the English language, published in just the thirty years after his final defeat. For Louverture and Bolívar, in the thirty-year periods after their departures from the political scene, the figures are 30 and 47, respectively.14 In France, the magic of the Bonaparte name allowed his nephew Louis-Napoleon (1808–1873), despite a record as a farcically incompetent coup plotter, to win election as president under the Second Republic in 1848. Three years after that, the man Victor Hugo derisively labeled “Napoleon the Little” staged a coup against his own government, albeit with considerable popular support. In 1852 he crowned himself Emperor Napoleon III (Napoleon’s son and namesake had died twenty years previously without issue).

If all four of the leaders continued to loom over political life in one way or another throughout so much of the Western world through the 1840s, the reason lies partly in the contrast so many contemporaries perceived between the age of revolution and what followed. Everywhere, the struggles of 1775–1825 had been titanic: they freed most of two continents from imperial rule, created new republics grounded on radically new political principles, altered the government and/or boundaries of every major European state, overthrew the institution of slavery in the place of its greatest cruelty (Saint-Domingue), and in that place proclaimed the equality of all men (though not of men and women), regardless of race. In contrast, the subsequent development of political life in the West generally looked distinctly unheroic. Reactionary governments came to power in much of Europe, seeking to quarantine and eliminate the contagion of revolution. Most of the postrevolutionary states, including France, Haiti, and Venezuela, reeled as governments and constitutions succeeded one another at a dizzying pace, often with considerable violence. The United States experienced relative political stability, accompanied by furious economic, demographic, and geographical expansion. But the even more furious growth of slavery, and the increasingly aggressive stance of the southern slave power, already hinted at the cataclysm that would come in the 1860s.

Bonaparte, above all, symbolized the contrast between the glorious recent past and the gray present, and by the 1830s, even some of his sharpest critics could not resist the overwhelming nostalgia his name evoked. One of them, the great Romantic author François-René de Chateaubriand, wrote beautifully that “to fall from Bonaparte and the Empire into what followed them is to fall from reality into nothingness, from the summit of a mountain into an abyss. Did not everything come to an end with Napoleon?… What person can evoke interest other than him?”15 The poet Gérard de Nerval put the same thought more concisely: “Down with little men! We have seen Napoleon.”16 “With the emperor,” exclaimed the German poet Heinrich Heine in yet another lyrical lament, “died the last hero of the old stamp, and our new Philistine world can breathe, as if released from a brilliant nightmare.”17

Because of the emotions Bonaparte continued to elicit and the contrasts he symbolized, he would tower above culture and politics in these decades, and for many years to follow, in a way that none of the other revolutionary figures did, including Washington. He suffuses the Western literature of the century, featuring in many of its greatest and most famous works: Les misérables, War and Peace, Crime and Punishment, The Red and the Black. Victor Hugo, the son of a Napoleonic general, and almost certainly the most popular writer of the century, worldwide, nourished an obsession with Bonaparte throughout his life.18 Writers as different as Walter Scott, Ralph Waldo Emerson, and Alexander Pushkin all wrote about him at length.19 Goethe, who met him, later enthused: “His life was the march of a demi-god … His destiny was as brilliant as any that the world had seen before him, and perhaps will ever see after him.”20 The philosopher Hegel saw Bonaparte ride past his window after the destruction of the Prussian army at Jena in 1806 and in a letter dubbed him “the world-soul … who, sitting here astride a horse, reaches out across the world and dominates it.”21 Hegel would devote many pages of his philosophy to Bonaparte as a “world-historical figure.” Very few of these authors had an entirely positive view of the French emperor, but like Chateaubriand, they believed that the man possessed a grandeur that stood apart from—and possibly even canceled out—his many moral and political failings.



As this book has shown, modern forms of charismatic leadership, although made imaginable by the cultural and intellectual changes of the eighteenth century, only fully emerged in the crucibles of revolutionary crisis, the founding of new states, and warfare on a titanic scale. In the following decades, in the absence of such circumstances—at least on the same dramatic scale as before—it became far harder for new charismatic figures to emerge and receive the same sort of acclamation that had been showered on Washington, Bonaparte, Louverture, and Bolívar. And the widespread sense so many had of having been born too late, into a pale, unheroic age, only added to the difficulty.

Charismatic leaders still did arise throughout the Western world, but they no longer necessarily fit the older model of the man on horseback, the military savior. Political charisma is a protean, fluid, dynamic phenomenon, always evolving, and as the revolutions that had begun in 1775 receded into the past, that phenomenon continued to evolve. As in the eighteenth century, it did so under the influence of changing media environments, changing literary and artistic forms, changing ideas, and changing political practices.

The media environment of the nineteenth century greatly facilitated the process by which leaders could forge emotional bonds with ordinary readers. Everywhere in the Atlantic world both literacy and the circulation of newspapers continued to expand. In Venezuela, which had not possessed a single printing press before its revolution, more than a dozen towns had newspapers by 1850.22 The introduction of new industrial methods of paper production made printed periodicals far cheaper to produce than in the eighteenth century, and railroads made them far cheaper to distribute. Papers carried more illustrations than before, including, after the invention of photography, engravings produced directly from photographs. The telegraph allowed for the transmission of news instantaneously. In 1858, the first telegraph cable connected the Americas and Europe.

The growth and spread of organized political parties in the decades after the age of revolution also had important implications. Already in the 1760s, the existence of the Whig party in Great Britain had facilitated the emergence of John Wilkes as a political celebrity, but in most other Western countries a party system did not develop until after the revolutionary moment (in the United States, in the 1790s). But after it did, political parties could provide a cadre of supporters primed by both ideological conviction and self-interest to demonstrate their attachment to charismatic leaders: as voters, as readers of party organs, as marchers and rioters, as militants and organizers.

The cult of all charismatic leaders in these decades also benefited enormously from the Romantic movement in the arts and literature. Artists and writers associated with it delighted in the portrayal of wild, untamed, elemental natural forces. They celebrated individual expressiveness and the apparent ability of especially gifted individuals to break the bonds of terrestrial existence to touch divine knowledge—a quality that Goethe called “daemonic.”23 They strove to capture ceaseless movement on the still page or canvas. Arguably, these aspects of Romanticism themselves took considerable inspiration from the charismatic leaders of the revolutionary era, whose supporters had seen them in very similar terms. Goethe early on called Bonaparte an example of the daemonic.24 The Romantics eagerly contributed to the idolization of the revolutionary leaders, especially Bonaparte, but also looked for new, living figures they could celebrate in similar terms, even if in doing so they abetted the rise of new Caesars.

New visions of history also helped shape this continuing process of idolization. The most consequential philosopher of the age, Hegel, insisted on the importance of “world-historical figures” in the unfolding of humanity’s story—especially Caesar and Bonaparte.25 The British writer Thomas Carlyle, in the year of Bonaparte’s reburial in Paris, gave a series of six lectures elaborating on his claim that “the History of the world is but the Biography of great men.” He called Bonaparte “our last great man.”26 The views of Hegel and Carlyle were in no sense identical. Hegel cast world-historical figures as the instruments of much greater, impersonal historical forces—although not purely passive instruments: “It is theirs to know … the necessary next stage of their world, to make it their own aim and to put all their energy into it.”27 But he believed they set a larger plan in motion. Carlyle, by contrast, attributed more creative force to “great men” themselves in actively shaping the course of history according to their own personalities and ambitions.

Most history writing before the nineteenth century had likewise highlighted the deeds of “great men.” Hegel and Carlyle, however, did not just write about such figures but developed coherent philosophies that cast the entire development of humanity as dependent upon such men’s actions. Particularly in Carlyle’s case, moreover, what made the men “great” was not the way they served a cause greater than themselves—God’s plan, the good of their country—but how they themselves actively shaped the causes for which they fought, putting something of their very essence into them. These new visions of history reinforced the idea that certain leaders, by virtue of their extraordinary charismatic qualities, deserved unqualified and unanimous acclamation.

At the same time, much as in the age of revolution, the exaltation of great men also evoked a strong reaction from critics who decried such “idol-worship” and warned of Caesars trampling on the rights of the people. The Italian revolutionary and statesman Giuseppe Mazzini wrote one of the most eloquent retorts to his friend Thomas Carlyle’s “great man” theory of history. “Mr. Carlyle,” he argued in 1843, “comprehends only the individual; the true sense of the unity of the human race escapes him … In the name of the democratic spirit of the age, I protest against such views.” And Mazzini continued:


History is not the biography of great men … The great men of the earth are but the marking stones on the road of humanity … There is yet something greater, more divinely mysterious, than all the great men—and that is the earth which bears them, the human race which includes them, the thought of God which stirs within them, and which the whole human race collectively can alone accomplish.28



Similarly, the great French historian Jules Michelet insisted later that peoples as a whole were the truly great, collective actors of history. In his brilliantly lyrical history of the French Revolution, he endorsed the eloquent warnings of Jacobin radicals against a Caesar and seized with particular pleasure on Anacharsis Cloots’s plea for France to cure itself of individuals. Writing in the shadow of Louis-Napoleon, Michelet lamented “this poor France, sickened with the strange need to make and remake gods for itself.”29

As Mazzini’s and Michelet’s comments suggest, by the mid-century the spread of explicitly “democratic” ideas was also influencing the evolution of political charisma. As I have already argued, despite the frequent modern description of the revolutions of 1775 through the 1820s as “democratic,” the label is not really appropriate. The period did not actually see the birth of stable democratic governments, and few of its leading figures used the word “democracy” in a positive sense. Most of them identified it with the ancient Greek past, and John Adams expressed the most common viewpoint when he associated it with chaos and mob violence. The American founders envisioned their new state as a republic, not a democracy. Only after 1800 did the word “democracy” acquire desirable connotations in the United States, and most of the Atlantic world took several decades longer to follow.30 The first decades of the nineteenth century in fact saw renewed suspicion of “democracy” across the Atlantic world, because of what the revolutions had supposedly revealed about the dangerously uncontrollable nature of democratic passions.

By 1840, however, liberal writers throughout the West were beginning to develop new, broader, and more favorable definitions of democracy, characterizing it not merely as popular self-rule but as self-rule rooted in egalitarian social practices that gave ordinary people control over many different aspects of their lives. They saw these practices, to quote the historian Stephen Sawyer, as “a positive means of building a collective order.”31 And nowhere did they find democracy at work more powerfully than in the United States, which became the subject of Alexis de Tocqueville’s great study Democracy in America, completed in 1840. It offered a sweeping portrait of American society as a whole, not just American politics, and, despite the strong reservations Tocqueville expressed about the pathologies of democratic governance, he nonetheless presented democratic egalitarianism as an irresistible force sweeping the modern world.32

Was charismatic political leadership compatible with democratic egalitarianism? While liberals like Mazzini and Michelet implied that it was not, some writers insisted that no contradiction in fact existed between democracy and authoritarian one-man rule if the latter was backed by a popular majority. Louis-Napoleon Bonaparte himself made this argument succinctly in an 1839 book entitled Napoleonic Ideas. “The nature of democracy,” the future emperor wrote, “is to personify itself in a man.”33 A doctrine often referred to as Caesarism was taking shape and would flourish for much of the next century. It amounted to an elaboration of the ideas put forth by Bolívar and others that large modern states needed a single powerful executive leader, legitimized by popular “acclamation,” to bind their fractious peoples together. “Caesarists” put little stock in parliaments or the separation of powers, instead favoring systems in which popular plebiscites granted sweeping powers to charismatic executives backed by powerful political parties.34



The mid-nineteenth century did see a number of new charismatic political figures arise in the West, some in revolutionary circumstances and some not. The list included Benjamin Disraeli in Britain, Alphonse de Lamartine in France, Lajos Kossuth in Hungary, Otto von Bismarck in Germany, Giuseppe Garibaldi in Italy, and Andrew Jackson in the United States. In keeping with the essence of modern political charisma, each of these leaders became a celebrity and the object of intense emotional attachment on the part of his followers. Disraeli in particular, following the model of his compatriot John Wilkes (although they were poles apart in their political beliefs), excelled in making a grand political spectacle of his own exuberant personality. Not coincidentally, he was also a successful novelist whose works exhibited a powerful streak of sentimentalism.35 Many of these leaders, however, did not fit the model of the “man on horseback,” the military hero and savior. It was becoming possible for national leaders to have a powerful charismatic appeal without the military qualities that had proven so necessary during the great revolutionary crises.

But these military qualities still had enormous appeal, and some charismatic leaders of the period did fit the old model quite closely. One was Garibaldi, a friend and protégé of Mazzini. Born in 1807, he had to flee Italy while still in his twenties after receiving a death sentence for revolutionary activities. He landed in South America, where he learned the art of irregular warfare and also became an excellent horseman in the style of the gauchos of Brazil and Uruguay. Returning to Europe during the revolutions of 1848, he first achieved fame for his heroic defense of the newborn Roman Republic against a counterrevolutionary French army. After the republic’s defeat, he spent five more years roaming the world—including a stint working in a candle factory on Staten Island—before coming home to fight for Italian unification. In 1860, the volunteer force he led, known as the Redshirts, carried out a spectacular conquest of the island of Sicily and then joined with the Kingdom of Piedmont to subdue the rest of southern Italy. The profusion of Garibaldi newspaper stories, biographies, poetry, images, statuettes, and trinkets of every conceivable variety throughout Europe and the Americas exceeded in volume anything seen in the period of 1775–1825, while praise for the hero reached a similar level of hyperbole. The Gazzetta di Palermo went so far as to call Garibaldi “the real Messiah.”36 Later admirers described him as an incarnation of the “world spirit” straight out of Hegel.37 Like so many of his charismatic predecessors, Garibaldi had an ambiguous relationship to revolutionary democracy, especially after he seemed to put nationalism above revolutionary principle by pledging his loyalty to Piedmont’s King Victor Emmanuel during his final campaigns.

In the United States, the creation of a presidency with sweeping executive powers, and Washington’s example in the office, guaranteed that charisma would always play a central role in the country’s political life. But after Washington, none of the next five presidents enjoyed anything like Washington’s degree of adulation. None had served as a military leader, and two—John Adams and his son, John Quincy Adams—expressed active distrust for charismatic personal leadership.38 But the seventh president, Andrew Jackson, had been a general—and yet another first-class horseman. His spectacular victory in the 1815 Battle of New Orleans had led admirers to hail him, to quote one of the more florid, as “an instrument reserved by a munificent Providence to save the political Israel of God.”39 As a politician in the 1820s, he explicitly tried to forge a direct bond with voters, presenting himself as the personification of the country’s collective will in opposition to a privileged, corrupt elite. This image only gained in strength after the House of Representatives chose John Quincy Adams as president in 1824 despite the fact that Jackson had won a large plurality of the popular vote. Jackson finally triumphed in 1828, thanks to a raucous campaign in which the Democratic Party played a decisive role, especially in promoting the image of Jackson as a “man of the people.”40 As president, Jackson frequently displayed contempt for the formal mechanisms of government, leading opponents to tar him as a despot and dictator—a Caesar. But despite some claims that he would found the United States anew by returning it to the republican purity of its earlier days, his political career remained within well-established constitutional bounds. He could not acquire the aura of a revolutionary founding father, as Garibaldi would do a few years later (also Kossuth and Bismarck in the new states of Hungary and Germany, respectively).



The period after the mid-nineteenth century lies largely beyond the scope of this book. But to state an entirely obvious point, political charisma has continued to play a central role in world history, in both democratic and authoritarian states. Think only of the names Lincoln, Gladstone, Lenin, Stalin, Hitler, Churchill, Roosevelt, de Gaulle, Gandhi, Mao, Castro, Kennedy, Reagan, Mandela, to say nothing of men and women still alive. Of course, these figures differed wildly from one another and from the men studied in this book. But in each case, fervent followers believed they possessed extraordinary natural gifts and felt a powerful emotional bond with them.

Since the mid-nineteenth century, the technologies, cultural norms, political institutions and ideas shaping political charisma have all changed again, at often bewildering speed. In the decades after World War I, radio and film (and then television) made possible powerful new, vivid connections between charismatic leaders and their followers, taking the illusion of a personal connection to a new level. Mass political parties, in tandem with state apparatuses controlling education and media, provided means of mobilization and indoctrination that exceeded the wildest disciplinary fantasies of the eighteenth century.

A thread of continuity still linked the forms of political charisma that arose in the twentieth century—even in totalitarian states—to the earlier cases I examined in this book. Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin, for instance, were both, like the men I have studied here, exalted by their followers as sublime, quasi-sacred, redemptive figures possessed of absolutely extraordinary natural abilities.41 Nazi propaganda relentlessly praised Hitler as a “genius” and compared him to the great artistic geniuses of the past, making much of his training as an artist and his supposed artistic temperament.42 Both Hitler and Stalin successfully posed, for a long time, as founding fathers of a sort, who had given their states a new birth. For both, the perceived legitimacy of their regimes depended on the ecstatic devotion they claimed to have inspired (and, to a frightening extent, actually did inspire) in their populations. Propaganda operations in both Nazi Germany and the Stalinist USSR often depicted the supreme leaders meeting with awestruck ordinary men and women. And the example of the earlier revolutionary leaders loomed large for them. One of the most haunting photographs from World War II shows Adolf Hitler in the Invalides, staring down from the balustrade at the porphyry tomb of Napoleon Bonaparte.

In the totalitarian regimes, however, a key aspect of the charismatic bond fundamentally shifted. In earlier periods, followers had imagined themselves having an individual relationship with a charismatic leader—a relationship akin to friendship or romantic love. The followers, in other words, did not feel a need to sacrifice their individuality. They saw their devotion to the leader as, ultimately, proceeding from their own free choice. The totalitarian states, by contrast, sought to dissolve the individuality of the followers, to fuse these men and women metaphorically into a single great mass summoned forth by the leader’s talismanic powers. In Leni Riefenstahl’s disturbingly powerful Nazi propaganda film of 1935, The Triumph of the Will, depicting the Nuremberg rallies, the camera does close in on individual faces, but all are frozen into an identical rictus of ecstasy at the sight of the Führer. And always the camera pulls back to dissolve these faces into vast crowds of paramilitary and civilians, all deployed in perfect order, marching as one in massive formation, apparently invincible. In Hitler’s Germany, all pretense of democratic rule of course dropped away, and acclamation of the charismatic leader became an organizing principle of all social and political life, right down to the most common of social interactions. “Every child says ‘Heil Hitler!’ from 50 to 150 times a day, immeasurably more often than the old neutral greetings,” wrote Thomas Mann’s daughter Erika in her 1938 book School for Barbarians. “The formula is required by law … ‘Heil Hitler!’ says the postman, the street-car conductor, the girl who sells you notebooks at the stationery store; and if your parents’ first words when you come home for lunch are not ‘Heil Hitler!’ they have been guilty of a punishable offense and can be denounced.”43

The experience of the totalitarian regimes also shows how indoctrination through state-controlled media, party organizations, and the threat of repression can fabricate a sort of charisma for almost any individual, regardless of their actual personal qualities. The regime in North Korea has taken this process to the absurd extreme with the cult of Kim Il-Sung’s son and grandson. Already in the 1950s Kim himself, the founder of North Korea, was treated as a virtual god, and the regime today enforces worship of the grandson Kim Jong-un with comically relentless fanaticism. The largest propaganda sign on earth, stretching more than a third of a mile in length, each letter in its short slogan “the size of a small building,” hails Kim Jong-un as “the shining sun.”44 It may seem absurd to call this most recent Kim charismatic, when, like dynastic monarchs of old, his principal qualification for his position has been his choice of ancestor. Surely the fabrication of charisma requires more than propaganda, even the industrial-strength propaganda of a totalitarian state. If some North Koreans feel something like love for Kim, it is surely a love born out of indoctrination and coercion. Yet as countless visitors to the “Hermit Kingdom” report, the feelings are nonetheless genuine and strong and help keep the regime in power.45

In the democratic West in the twentieth century, the story of charismatic authority took a different path. There, acclaim for charismatic leaders remained closer to the model I have examined in these pages, but by 1900 it had largely lost the quasi-religious resonance so prevalent in the cults of the earlier revolutionary leaders and that had remained commonplace through at least the lifetime of Garibaldi; language such as “godlike,” “savior,” “redeemer,” and so forth was largely abandoned. American evangelical Christians even today still extol particular politicians as chosen by God, but such claims have generally ceased to appear in the secular media. Indeed, especially in the United States, it has become more important than ever—in a trend going back at least to Andrew Jackson’s day—for charismatic leaders to appear as men or women of the people, comfortable in ordinary company, sharing ordinary tastes (especially culinary), understanding ordinary struggles. The popularization of the word “charisma” itself, which occurred in the 1950s and 1960s, may well have come in part as a reaction to these recent tendencies.46 Even in popular usage it has a religious resonance (albeit a weak and unspecific one). Praising figures as “charismatic” provides a way of hinting at a transcendental quality—a departure from ordinary life—without actually invoking the deity or offending secular sensibilities.

In stable democratic states, political charisma cannot of course be linked to revolutionary disruption, or to the founding of new regimes, as it was in the age of revolution. Social scientists often argue that in these states charisma has become “routinized”—transferred from the revolutionary founders to stable constitutional offices. In this view the charisma of George Washington, for instance, has transferred itself to the American presidency.47 It is an intriguing argument. But it is worth noting that if the reality of revolutionary disruption and the refounding of states has disappeared from the life of stable democracies, the rhetoric has not. It arises very predictably with every election cycle and remains key to the charismatic appeal of many politicians. It is no coincidence that among John F. Kennedy’s most famous words is the line “the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans,” from his inaugural address, rhetorically signaling an American rebirth. In every election, American presidential candidates promise regenerative change, a breaking with “politics as usual,” even (as for Bernie Sanders in 2016) a “revolution.” Although Barack Obama governed as a moderate Democrat, his campaign in 2008 also promised epochal change and in many ways exemplified the operation of political charisma in American democracy. So powerful was his bond with his followers that his Republican opponents took to mocking him as “the chosen one” and the “messiah.” Meanwhile, in France, no president of the Fifth Republic has been a purer product of the country’s political, educational, and business establishments than the exquisitely centrist Emmanuel Macron. Yet the book that Macron, frequently described as France’s most charismatic politician in decades, published as the centerpiece of his presidential campaign in 2017 had the title Révolution.48



In the twenty-first century, the factors shaping charismatic leadership have changed dramatically yet again, especially with the rise of the Internet and social media. These technologies provide yet another way for ordinary people to imagine an intimate, emotional relationship with political figures they do not know personally. Indeed, one of the most striking features of social media is that powerful, distant political figures appear in the same feeds, in exactly the same format, as friends and relatives. Their posts can be responded to, forwarded, and debated in precisely the same manner. Furthermore, the format has encouraged many of the most prominent political figures to post in an informal, freewheeling, casual, utterly untutored manner, complete with bad jokes, crude insults, name-calling, and even (for some) spelling and grammatical errors, further lowering the perceived barrier between the holder of an august office and a dyspeptic relative, and furthering the illusion of a personal relationship. At the same time, social media has demonstrated an unparalleled ability to function as a conduit for rumor, conspiracy theories, outrage, and panic, stoking the impression that only the intervention of a savior figure wielding extraordinary powers can prevent imminent catastrophe. Scholars are still grappling with the political implications of social media—including the extraordinary fact that so large a proportion of the news and opinions reaching billions of people now passes through social-media portals controlled by just two massively wealthy corporations.

These new information technologies of course do not operate in a vacuum but rather in tandem with older media that have undergone important transformations of their own in recent years, especially in the United States. Here, twenty-first-century elections have demonstrated the enormous political power of constellations of television and radio programs that incessantly repeat the same lines, and promote the same political candidates, every waking hour—especially on the political right. These programs, in combination with social media, have a particular impact upon audiences of people in retirement, on disability, or who spend many hours a day in their cars—categories to which belong a large portion of the Republican party’s “base.”49 In the American election of 2016, the victorious candidate demonstrated an uncanny ability to combine social media with radio and television to arouse fanatical support. He was not lying when he boasted that, unlike his opponent Hillary Clinton, he did not need celebrities to fill large stadiums with his supporters.50 His charismatic appeal among his most fervent followers broke in many other ways from recent American patterns, too. Notably, these followers resorted quite frequently to explicitly religious language. His own secretary of state compared him to a biblical figure, while his campaign manager asserted that “only God could deliver such a savior to our nation.”51



Is the new media environment, combined with rising illiberal and xenophobic sentiment across the world, helping a new wave of charismatic strongmen rise up at the expense of democratic freedoms? Since 2016, prophecies of this doom have proliferated, and Cassandra has proven a popular—indeed, profitable—model to emulate.52 And while, as of the writing of this book, these prophecies have proven overly alarmist (or at least premature), the experience of many countries gives credence to them. Should we, then, beware, and seek to mute the effects of political charisma, given the destructive power that the phenomenon seems to have recently acquired? As we have seen time and again in these pages, political charisma can indeed help ambitious leaders destroy constitutional regimes. The emotional bond that can arise between charismatic leaders and their followers has often proven more powerful than those followers’ attachment to constitutional norms. A “despotism of love” can lead to despotism, pure and simple.

Yet as I have also argued here, charisma is an integral, inescapable part of modern political life—democracy’s shadow self. Its modern forms arose out of the same cultural and intellectual universe that gave birth, in the age of revolution, to modern constitutional, democratic regimes. It is fused into the very structure of cultures where celebrity remains such a potent force. And while charismatic leaders have often threatened constitutional orders, they were also important in the initial creation of those orders. The emotional connection between them and their public might even have helped bond that public to the new regime. It is easier to love a person than to love a constitution, but the love for one can help promote love for the other.

In the twenty-first century, charismatic leaders can still have a constructive role to play. Rallying people behind democratic causes has become more difficult than ever, given rising inequalities, the massive economic power that resides in a small number of hands, and the frighteningly strong ability of illiberal forces to misinform, distract, and deceive. Fighting these forces requires more than principles and causes—it requires leaders who can elicit emotions powerful enough to impel people to action. The fact that illiberal politicians have proven so successful, in the early twenty-first century, in impelling their own followers to action by stoking anger at elites should not discredit the use of a charismatic politics for democratic, liberal ends. Political charisma is indeed a dangerous, combustible force, but we cannot dispense with it.

But the story told in this book also underlines just how much the individuals themselves matter. True, as I have argued here, the charismatic bond between leaders and followers is not shaped solely by the leader’s own qualities. The leader fills a role shaped, in large part, by the hopes, desires, and fantasies of his or her followers. Indeed, in all the cases I have studied in this book—Paoli, Washington, Bonaparte, Louverture, and Bolívar—the legends around the charismatic leader sometimes seemed to take on lives of their own, until the connection with the real person appeared to break almost entirely. But, in fact, all of these men were also genuinely extraordinary (if not always admirable) historical figures. The same has been true of the most important subsequent examples of democratic political charisma, through Abraham Lincoln down to Nelson Mandela and Barack Obama. Their followers and admirers may have desperately longed for saviors, but it was no accident that they fastened on these men, rather than others, to play the role of the charismatic hero. And this role, while it constrained these men in some ways, in other ways gave them enormous freedom of action—enormous power. Still, however desperately we may hope for charismatic figures who can, by sheer force of personality, unite our nations and cut through impossibly tangled problems, charisma by itself is not enough. To what ends will it be used? For which purposes? By what sort of person? We will always have charismatic leaders. They are part of the fabric from which our political societies are woven. Our task is to choose these charismatic leaders wisely, by judging as carefully as possible both the individuals themselves and the causes for which they stand.






 



EXCURSUS

WRITING CHARISMA INTO HISTORY


As I noted in the introduction, while social scientists have generated a massive literature on charisma, historians have made relatively little use of the concept. With some important exceptions, they have engaged with it principally in the writing of biography—for instance, Ian Kershaw’s important studies of Adolf Hitler.1 Yet as I have tried to show in these pages, the concept can help us better understand some broader important aspects of modern history. In this brief excursus, I will try to make the case for why historians should pay more attention to charisma, and I will discuss which aspects of the social-scientific literature have proved most useful to me in writing this book.

To begin with, a very simple point is worth noting. Historians today have surprisingly few analytical tools to help them understand the role of key individuals in history. Ever since the professionalization of the discipline in the nineteenth century, historians have quite understandably rejected Thomas Carlyle’s mystical “great man theory of history,” which I discuss in the epilogue. But in doing so they have often rushed pell-mell to the other extreme, sometimes playing down the autonomous role of powerful individuals almost entirely and thereby eliminating it as a topic in need of investigation.

This tendency was especially true of the most influential single current of historical thought of the past century and a half—namely, Marxism. The long Marxist intellectual tradition has been anything but monolithic, but it has always stressed the predominance of social forces over individual action in the unfolding of the human story. Karl Marx himself put it most eloquently, and most famously, in a work that alludes to Napoleon Bonaparte in its first paragraph. “Men make their own history,” he wrote in 1852, “but they do not make it just as they please … The tradition of all the dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living.” Bonaparte, Robespierre, and Caesar, Marx wrote, “performed the task of their time.”2

In a strange irony, among the political figures whose individual personalities and autonomous decisions have arguably had the greatest effect on the history of the past century, the largest share have been Communists who pledged fealty to Marx’s ideas: Vladimir Lenin, Joseph Stalin, Mao Zedong, Ho Chi Minh, Fidel Castro, Kim Il-Sung, Josip Broz Tito, and many others (adding to the irony, they often virtually deified Karl Marx himself). Stephen Kotkin’s magisterial biography of Joseph Stalin forcefully emphasizes the decisive impact of Stalin’s particular personality and choices upon the course of Soviet—and, therefore, world—history.3 The Soviet propaganda that hailed Stalin as “the great driver of the locomotive of history,” whatever its putative basis in Marxist theory, arguably had far more in common with Carlyle’s vision of history than with Marx’s.4 Yet Stalin himself explicitly subscribed to a theory of history that denied the importance of such individual factors.

In the discipline of history, Marxism as an all-encompassing system of explanation has lost most of its allure (as opposed to Marx’s own writings, which remain justly influential, as do those of many of his intellectual heirs). But the principal historical schools of the later twentieth and early twenty-first centuries have largely shared Marxism’s stance toward the role of powerful individuals. Fernand Braudel, the leading figure of the Annales school of social history, the most significant historical school of the mid-twentieth century, wrote, in an explicit echo of Marx: “Men do not make history. Rather it is history above all that makes men and thereby absolves them from blame.”5

Much of the most influential work in cultural history and global history that arose as the Annales school faded could have adopted the same motto. As an example, A World Connecting, a prestigious history of the globe from 1870 to 1945, written and edited by some of the best-known and most talented representatives of the “new global history,” paid strikingly little attention to individuals. In its 1,168 pages the name of one of the most prominent individual leaders of the period, Winston Churchill, appeared precisely three times (fewer than that of the explorer David Livingstone).6 Since the 1960s, the discipline of history as a whole has also devoted much of its energy to rescuing from “the enormous condescension of posterity” groups of people—women, workers, people of color, sexual minorities, the “subaltern” subjects of imperialism—whom earlier generations of historians, in their concentration on influential white men, had unjustly disregarded or found impossible to acknowledge.7 These new schools of history have in no sense always neglected individual lives, but they have attended to them most powerfully in “microhistories” that highlight particular life stories for what they reveal about larger patterns of change, not for the changes the men and women themselves brought about.8 These trends in historical writing have had enormously salutary and important effects. I could not have even started my chapter on the Haitian Revolution without them.9 But the result has still been to leave the study of powerful charismatic individuals disproportionately to biographers and writers of popular history.

Yet even as historians kept their distance from anything like a “great man” theory, the social-scientific disciplines continued to ponder the relationship of prominent individuals to society. Émile Durkheim, one of the founders of modern sociology, and an inheritor of the French republican tradition, explained the influence of such individuals in much the same way that he famously explained the origins of religion. In both cases, society was worshipping idols of its own making: “In the present day just as much as in the past, we see society constantly creating sacred things out of ordinary ones. If it happens to fall in love with a man and if it thinks it has found in him the principal aspirations that move it, as well as the means of satisfying them, this man will be raised above the others and, as it were, deified.”10

But it was Durkheim’s German contemporary Max Weber who reflected most systematically and productively on the subject. Weber did not ground his reflections in a fully elaborated philosophy of history (and he certainly did not consider history as nothing more than the biography of great men). Nonetheless, he insisted that key ruptures in history, the revolutionary passage from one stage to another in the life of a people or a religion, could happen by means of particular individuals gaining recognition as extraordinary and sublime, as possessing some quality of the divine, and thereby achieving the particular sort of authority that he labeled “charismatic.”

The word “charisma” itself comes from the Greek. It literally means a gift of divine grace, and it appears both in the New Testament and in the earliest Greek translations of the Old Testament. In the scriptures, charisma could belong to groups as well as to individuals, and while it could denote an ability to bring others to God, it also implied an utter subjection to God’s will. The charismatic figure was not a disruptive figure but a slavishly obedient one.11 In the late nineteenth century, the German theologian Rudolph Sohm argued that charisma, rather than church law, provided the basis for church organization in the first centuries of Christianity.

Weber borrowed the word “charisma” from Sohm but radically altered its meaning. In his work it came to mean a revolutionary, highly personal form of political authority or domination (the German word Herrschaft has both connotations), which he contrasted both to traditional, patriarchal forms of authority of the sort enjoyed by kings and prelates, and also to the forms of rule-bound authority that arise within bureaucratic systems. His emblematically charismatic figures—the list included everyone from Native American shamans to Napoleon and the Mormon prophet Joseph Smith—were seen by their followers as possessing divine gifts and godlike powers. They were wild, disruptive figures, not in the least submissive, and the intense emotional bond between them and their followers trumped all ordinary political rules and restraints.12

Weber’s thinking, it is crucial to note, owed an enormous amount to the very changes I have examined in this book. With charisma, he gave a name to the sort of political authority that had developed a century earlier, in the age of revolution. As I have discussed in the epilogue, the appearance of Washington, Bonaparte, Louverture, and Bolívar, and the sheer sense of human potential they seemed to represent, had powerful echoes in the main lines of Western thought. It helped shape and drive forward what we now call Romanticism in art and literature, and it mesmerized philosophers and social theorists alike. The philosopher Hegel called both Bonaparte and Caesar “world-historical spirits” who incarnated and channeled entire epochs of humanity. Friedrich Nietzsche, who likewise had a fascination with Napoleon, celebrated the powerful superman (Übermensch) who existed beyond the limits of ordinary morality.13 In a brilliantly evocative phrase, he called Napoleon “this synthesis of Unmensch and Übermensch.”14

It was against this background that Weber developed his concept of charisma. He did not develop it principally as a tool of historical analysis. Rather, he did so in the process of examining what he saw as some of the greatest dangers in modern society. His most important sociological work traced the rise of rational, bureaucratic forms of social organization, which he warned could trap men and women within what he termed an “iron cage” of administrative domination. And although no reactionary, in his later years (particularly following the German Revolution of 1918 and the chaotic birth of the Weimar Republic), Weber worried deeply about what would happen to democracy if it was left “headless,” without strong individual leadership. Charismatic authority offered a possible solution—if a volatile and potentially dangerous one—to both these challenges. In the tradition of the nineteenth-century Caesarists, whom I discuss in the epilogue, Weber believed that modern bureaucratic states needed a charismatic, powerful chief executive—albeit, he added, one constrained by a parliament and subject to recall—to function effectively.15

Weber’s concept of charisma, like his earlier description of a “Protestant ethic” that drove the rise of capitalism, inflamed the imagination of social scientists worldwide.16 It also provided material for numerous debates, not least because, as the cultural anthropologist Clifford Geertz once delicately remarked, “there are multiple themes in Weber’s concept of charisma … almost all of them … more stated than developed.”17 Indeed, the concept soon became the subject of an academic cottage industry of sorts. Subsequent generations of scholars have exhaustively—and sometimes exhaustingly—dilated upon, developed, and argued about how charisma functions in the modern world. Does it have a significant place in democratic, as opposed to authoritarian, political systems? Some scholars, in my view underestimating the power of personality in democratic politics, have argued that it does not.18 Should we see charisma principally as a harmful force, or can it help constitutional democracies function better, by breaking through the paralysis and partisan strife that afflicts so many contemporary societies? The French political philosopher Jean-Claude Monod argued the latter case in one of the most stimulating recent works to deal with charisma, Qu’est-ce qu’un chef en démocratie? (“What is a leader in democracy?”).19 He published it, however, in 2012, before the waves of populism that subsequently swept across so much of the Western world.

And there have been other important discussions. The political theorist Karl Loewenstein maintained that since charisma was a fundamentally religious form of authority, it made little sense to speak of it in the context of secular societies. Most subsequent scholars have disagreed, noting that even in supposedly secular societies, ideas of transcendence, the supernatural, and the sacred can remain enormously powerful.20 Many writers have pursued Weber’s suggestion that charismatic authority can be institutionalized (“routinized”), with something of the original appeal transferred from individuals to offices such as the American presidency.21 Does such “routinization” represent a surrender to the “iron cage” or, to the contrary, a means of tempering its effects?22 For the sociologists Edward Shils and Shmuel Eisenstadt, charisma’s routinization, and its place in the ordinary functioning of society, has greater significance than the revolutionary effects that Weber himself put such stress on.23

Then there is the question of whether charisma is primarily an exceptional, magnetic quality possessed by individuals or, rather, something projected onto them by their followers, which is to say, a fiction invented to serve a social and political purpose. Some of Weber’s successors, influenced by Durkheim’s sociology and the psychology of Sigmund Freud, have preferred to define charisma primarily in these terms, occasionally to the point of describing the great charismatic leaders of the past as little but puppets of their own followers.24 Others, such as Ann Ruth Willner, the author of an influential survey of charismatic modern politicians, The Spellbinders, insist on a more active, dynamic role for the charismatic figures themselves.25

Complicating the debates yet further has been the broad popularization of the concept that began in the mid-twentieth-century United States. American intellectuals who had encountered the word “charisma” in the social-scientific literature began to use it in general-interest publications in this period, notably to describe that paradigmatically charismatic American politician, John F. Kennedy.26 From there charisma spread into the worlds of popular culture and marketing, where it rapidly lost its definitional specificity and came to signify little more than glamour, excitement, and personal magnetism. Since the 1960s, the word has been attached to brands of everything from yachts to perfume to soap to lingerie, and it has even found its way into the food pages. To quote a 2007 article on iceberg lettuce: “Revisit a retro classic with dressings that add charisma to its crunch.”27 This popularization makes the hesitation of historians to engage with the concept of charisma even more understandable.

Yet historians should put the salad dressing aside and write charisma into their work nonetheless. Weber’s original concept, enriched by the subsequent discussions and debates, in fact provides an enormously useful and suggestive tool for understanding the role of prominent and powerful individual leaders in the historical process and the emotional bonds they form with their followers, especially in moments of crisis and revolution. The literature on charisma does not provide an overall theory of the role of individual leaders in history. But it provides crucial insights into the dynamics of leadership and the relationship between political leaders and the societies in which they operate.

In this book, I have tried to provide a case study of sorts, by looking at how the concept of charisma can illuminate the history of political leadership in the age of revolution. I have done so by trying to integrate the concept into what could be considered a cultural history of this leadership. This is an approach that has come naturally to me as a historian of political culture, in the style of the post-Annales “new cultural history.”28 The Weberian concept is in fact quite compatible with this cultural historical approach and provides a way to redirect it from the study of broad, impersonal cultural shifts to the lives and actions of particular individuals. Weber’s insistence that the charisma depends not just on the individual, but also on the social “recognition” of that individual’s qualities, of necessity directs attention to the cultural context in which this recognition is given.29

In writing this book, I have followed Weber in seeing charismatic figures as people “considered extraordinary and treated as endowed with supernatural, superhuman, or at least specifically exceptional powers or qualities.”30 Followers are connected to these figures by an intense emotional bond that can potentially overwhelm any other loyalties. I have been particularly concerned with charismatic political leaders who were seen as capable of giving a country a new birth simply by virtue of their extraordinary qualities. And in keeping with my focus on revolutionary moments, I have treated charisma principally as a disruptive, revolutionary force, not as the “routinized” one of Shils and Eisenstadt. Like the sociologists M. Rainer Lepsius and Philip Smith, I fear that an excessive focus on routinization risks conflating charisma with the elements and symbolism of ordinary political leadership.31 I also believe that it distracts from the way even the most conventional of politicians in democratic political systems so often find themselves obliged to pose as disruptive, revolutionary, charismatic figures in order to win electoral support. While of course charisma exists outside the political sphere, in this book I have not dealt with charismatic figures in such fields as the arts, literature, or science. That said, the cultural environment in which figures in these fields achieved a new sort of fame in the eighteenth century has an important place in my story.

I have also followed Weber in seeing charisma as something deeply bound up with what societies consider sacred—although not just premodern ones. It is no coincidence that followers of charismatic leaders in the age of revolution so often reached for religious language to describe them: “godlike,” “divine,” “heavenly,” “savior.” They did not mean these words literally—that would have been blasphemy for observant Christians—but the words still suggested that the person in question existed at least partly beyond the profane world and possessed qualities best described as transcendent. If the intense interest shown in every aspect of the charismatic leaders’ lives had a precedent from before the mid-eighteenth century, it was above all in the cult of the saints in the lands of the Roman Catholic Church. It was no coincidence that the word most often chosen by those who wished to bring charismatic leaders back to earth, exposing the legends around them as nothing but fictions and frauds, was “idol”: a material object made by human hands and worshipped as a god. Associating charismatic figures with the sacred did not mean that the admiration of these figures in any sense replaced established Christian worship as part of a process of “secularization.” As I emphasize in chapter 1, none of the societies that experienced revolution in this period turned “secular” in any simple sense. But in all of these societies, what was considered sacred became the subject of bitter, and sometimes deadly, conflict and underwent radical change. In the process, political leaders could find themselves treated as sacred, not because of the office they held but because of their supposedly transcendent personal qualities.

Where I have departed from Weber, and from most of the social scientists who followed him, is that I have little interest in charisma as an abstract, timeless, universal phenomenon. I have been concerned about how it took on a particular form in a particular time and place: the eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Atlantic world. This concern has led me to put considerably more emphasis than has most of the literature on the specific cultural, social, and political contexts in which it became possible to perceive figures as charismatic and perhaps even to project charismatic qualities onto them. Weber, despite his attention to the “recognition” of charismatic figures, did little to explore what actually led people to bestow this “recognition.” In contrast, especially in chapter 1, I have made this question central to my analysis, turning from the charismatic individuals themselves to their societies. I have also paid considerable attention to those observers, like John Adams, who themselves, at the time, understood and commented upon the issue of recognition, usually as they sought to knock a leader off his charismatic pedestal and reveal him as nothing but an idol cast by the hands of those who worshipped him.

I have also moved beyond the existing literature on charisma by introducing a distinction between the way charisma operates with respect to a leader’s active followers on the one hand and distant admirers on the other. Nearly all the existing work on charisma has concerned the first of these—the bond with partisans, with members of a movement. But the perception of charisma also matters for admirers who are not in a position actively to support the object of their affections and who indeed may live in an entirely different country—or a different time. Obviously, this second sort of relationship does not benefit the leaders in the same way or produce the same sort of potentially dramatic and immediate consequences. But the bond felt by admirers toward a distant charismatic leader can still be an intense one. And it has enormous significance, since it shapes their sense of what charismatic leadership should be and what they will look for in leaders of their own. Think of the appeal, in the twentieth century and even now, of figures like Gandhi and Mandela, far beyond their own homelands. If we hope to understand why communities perceive certain figures as charismatic, the models they have for charisma in other places and times become a crucial factor. The charisma of the figures I study in these pages did not matter only in their own countries or in their own times but throughout the Western world for long afterward, providing a model that many others would try to imitate and that many followers would look for in their own countries. A central theme of the book has also been just how much these men mattered to one another and how much they copied one another.

I recognize that in putting such strong emphasis on the cultural contexts that defined charisma, I have moved back toward a deterministic approach, emphasizing in my turn, and in my manner as a cultural historian, the weight of dead generations on the brains of the living. I have not gone as far as the social scientists who treat charisma as essentially a fiction, a projection onto a leader of qualities that followers and admirers would desperately like the leader to possess. In this book, charisma is not akin to Shakespeare’s “hollow crown that rounds the mortal temple of a king,” which fools monarchs into believing they are something more than ordinary men.32 In the cases I have looked at, the actual character and abilities of the leader did matter, considerably. Yet the book does suggest that political and cultural circumstances tightly shaped collective hopes and desires and fantasies, and that these in turn shaped a very specific sort of leadership role, one that only a very specific sort of person could play.

But not, I hope, entirely. Because in the end, the stories of the actual individuals I have studied here were considerably stranger, and less predictable, than such a rigid analysis might suggest. Yes, they had an instinctive sense of the hopes, desires, and fantasies of their followers, and they worked hard to fulfill them, to craft their personae accordingly. Yes, they could not have succeeded unless they fit plausibly into a role that had been sketched out for them: the role of the man on horseback. But, like great improvisational actors, they could also appropriate and modify this preordained role, reach beyond it, and begin writing the script for themselves. Their revolutionary careers testify to the power of culture and circumstance to shape even the most extraordinary of lives. But they testify as well to the power of extraordinary personalities to rewrite culture and circumstance in unpredictable ways.
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FIG. 1. John F. Kennedy on the beach in Santa Monica, California, in 1962
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FIG. 2. An 1824 engraving of Simón Bolívar by Samuel William Reynolds
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FIG. 3. Napoleon Crossing the Alps, by Jacques-Louis David, circa 1801
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FIG. 4. The Reading of the Bulletin of the Grand Army, by Louis-Léopold Boilly, 1807
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FIG. 5. A man and woman showing their children a portrait of Simón Bolívar: “Here is your liberator.”
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FIG. 6. Pasqual Paoli […] General of the Corsicans in St Antonio Della Casabianca, by Richard Houston, after Pietro Gherardi, 1769; (right) The illustrious Pascal Paoli, Gen.l of the Corsicans in the Military Habit of his Country, anonymous, late eighteenth century
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FIG. 7. An image from a 1778 German-language Pennsylvania almanac hailing George Washington as “the father of the country”
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FIG. 8. A description of George Washington in the December 12, 1781, edition of The Connecticut Journal
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FIG. 9. George Washington, Esqr., General and Commander in Chief of the Continental Army in America, 1775
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FIG. 10. A bronze medal, known as the Voltaire Medal, depicting George Washington as general of the Continental Army
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FIG. 11. A locket displaying John Ramage’s Portrait of George Washington, 1789







 


[image: ]
FIG. 12. Apotheosis of Washington, by David Edwin, after Rembrandt Peele, 1800
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FIG. 13. Emmanuel Sieyès in his formal costume as a member of France’s executive Directory, 1799
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FIG. 14. Bonaparte at the Bridge of Arcole, by Antoine-Jean Gros, 1796
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FIG. 15. A 1798 engraving of a medal depicting Napoleon with Alexander and Hannibal, by Louis-Sébastien Berthet
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FIG. 16. Napoleon I on His Imperial Throne, by Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, 1806
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FIG. 17. Toussaint Louverture, Chief General in St. Domingue, by François Bonneville, 1802; Portrait of Toussaint Louverture, by Nicolas Eustache Maurin, 1832
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FIG. 18. Guillaume Guillon-Lethière’s 1822 painting Oath of the Ancestors, which depicts Alexandre Pétion and Jean-Jacques Dessalines inaugurating the new state of Haiti in 1804
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FIG. 19. Gran Colombia, 1819–1831
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FIG. 20. Simón Bolívar: Liberator and Father of the Nation, by Pedro José Figueroa, 1819
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FIG. 21. Sketch of Bolívar, by José Maria Espinosa, completed shortly before Bolivar’s death in 1830
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	Gazette of the United States

	The Georgia Gazette

	Greenleaf’s New York Journal

	The Independent Gazetteer

	Intelligenzblatt oder Zeitung für die elegante Welt

	Journal de Bonaparte et des hommes vertueux

	Journal de Paris

	Journal des défenseurs de la patrie

	Kaiserlich Privilegirter Reichs-Anzeiger

	The Lady’s Magazine; or, The Entertaining Companion for the Fair Sex, Appropriated Solely to Their Use and Amusement

	The London Chronicle

	The London Magazine; or, The Gentleman’s Monthly Intelligencer

	Lloyd’s Evening Post

	Lloyd’s Weekly London Newspaper

	Maryland Journal and Baltimore Advertiser

	Mercure universel

	Le messager du soir, ou La gazette générale de l’Europe

	Le miroir de la France: Recueil historique, politique et littéraire

	The Morning Chronicle

	The Morning Post

	New England Chronicle; or, Essex Gazette

	The New-Jersey Journal

	The New York Journal

	The Newport Mercury

	The Norwich Packet and Weekly Advertiser

	The Oracle and Public Advertiser

	The Pennsylvania Evening Post

	The Pennsylvania Journal and Weekly Advertiser

	The Pennsylvania Ledger

	The Philadelphia Gazette and Universal Daily Advertiser

	The Political Register

	The Providence Gazette and Country Journal

	The Quebec Gazette

	Révolutions de Paris

	The Roanoake Times

	The St. James’s Chronicle

	El sol de Cuzco

	Le spectateur du nord

	Sporting Calendar: Containing an Account of the Plates, Matches, and Sweepstakes That Have Been Run for in Great Britain, Ireland, and Jamaica

	The Star

	The Telegraph

	The Times of London

	The Virginia Gazette

	The Whitehall Evening Post
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This book is dedicated to three friends and mentors: John Merriman, Richard Kagan, and Gabrielle Spiegel. They were astonishingly kind, generous, and supportive to me in the early stages of my career at Yale and Johns Hopkins, and they have remained my friends ever since. They each offer a terrific example of how to combine great scholarship with a great zest for life, and I owe far more to them than I can ever repay.
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